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GHAPTER I 


INTRODUCTION 


N an article, Against Dryness (Encounter, No. 88, Jan. 1961), Iris 

Murdoch wrote: ‘We need to be enabled to think in terms of 
degrees of freedom, and to picture, in a non-metaphysical, non- 
totalitarian, and non-religious sense, the transcendence of reality.”! 

This article is concerned with defining and criticizing the ideal 
of ‘dryness’ in literature and in life. In literature, Miss Murdoch 
says, We associate ‘dryness’ with the symbolist movement, with 
‘writers such as T. E. Hulme and T. S. Eliot, with Paul Valéry, 
with Wittgenstein’. It is an ideal, as she sees it, which admires the 
work of art in so far as it is whole and complete, containing its 
own terms of reference, not depending upon any resonance out- 
side itself for its statement. The practitioners of ‘dry’ art admire 
myth and symbol, precision and coherence; they would, theoreti- 
cally, be more excited by an interpretation of one of Shakespeare’s 
plays which offered them a beautifully plotted, ‘containing’ frame- 
work of themes and recurrent symbols, than by one which placed 
its main emphasis on Shakespeare’s skill in reproducing the acci- 
dental, the idiosyncratic happenings of life, or his power to arouse 
in the audience an immediate emotional attachment to Falstaff. 

Miss Murdoch defines this literary ‘dryness’ as ‘smallness, 
clearness, self-containedness’ and offers as a particular example 
of it the ‘crystalline’* novel of the twentieth century, which she 
describes as a ‘small quasi-allegorical object portraying the human 
condition and not containing “characters” in the nineteenth- 
century sense’. The alternative to the crystalline novel is the journa- 
listic story, ‘a large, shapeless quasi-documentary object . . . telling 
with pale conventional characters some straightforward story en- 
livened with empirical facts’. 

Neither of these literary forms, Miss Murdoch considers, en- 
gages with the problem she is setting out to present to us, the fact 
that we have, as she sees it, “been left with far too shallow and flimsy 
an idea of human personality’. She describes a ‘dry’ view of the 
human personality, which she instances particularly in the work of 

* The novels of William Golding are obvious examples of the ‘crystalline’. 
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Stuart Hampshire and of Sartre, which produces a picture of man 
as a ‘lonely, self-contained individual’, who is seen as the analogue 
of the literary self-contained symbol. 

Of the man in Stuart Hampshire’s Thought and Action Miss 
Murdoch writes: 


He is rational and totally free except in so far as in the most ordinary 
law-court and commonsensical sense his degree of awareness may vary. 
He is morally speaking monarch of all he surveys and totally responsible 
for all his actions. Nothing transcends him. . . . His inner life is resolved 
into his acts and choices and his beliefs, which are also acts, since a 
belief can only be identified through its expression. His moral arguments 
are references to empirical facts backed up by decisions. . . . His rationa- 
lity expresses itself in awareness of the facts, whether about the world or 
about himself. The virtue which is fundamental to him is sincerity.” 


Sartre’s picture of man, Miss Murdoch argues, is essentially the 
same. 


Again, the individual is pictured as solitary and totally free. There is no 
transcendent reality, there are no degrees of freedom. On the one hand 
there is the mass of psychological desires and social habits and prejudices, 
on the other hand there is the will. Certain dramas, more Hegelian in 
character, are of course enacted within the soul; but the isolation of the 
will remains. Hence angoisse. Hence too, the special anti-bourgeois 
flavour of Sartre’s philosophy which makes it appeal to many intellec- 
tuals: the ordinary traditional picture of society and the virtues lies 
under suspicion of mauvaise foi. Again, the only real virtue is sincerity.3 


Against what she calls ‘this facile idea of sincerity’, Miss Murdoch 
would put the ‘hard idea of truth’; that is, in her terms, we should 
see man, as we no longer do, ‘against a background of values, of 
realities, which transcend him’. The concept of sincerity is ‘self- 
centred’, the concept of truth ‘other-centred’.4 

The aspect of this transcendent reality upon which, both in 
terms of liberal morals, and of the art of the novel, Miss Murdoch 
lays most emphasis, is what she calls the ‘opacity of persons’. The 
pursuit of sincerity as opposed to truth leads, as she sees it, to what 
she calls fantasy, and it opposes to imagination a process which 
leads to myth-making, to a dry and facile ordering of experience 
into false and easily comprehended wholes whilst, as Miss Murdoch 
insists, ‘Reality is not a given whole’. She writes: 


We are not isolated free choosers, monarchs of all we survey, but be- 


INTRODUCTION II 


nighted creatures sunk in a reality whose nature we are constantly and 
overwhelmingly tempted to deform by fantasy.5 


We need, she says, ‘a respect for the contingent’, for imagination 
as opposed to fantasy, and an essential part of the concept of the 
contingent is seen to be an awareness of ‘the real impenetrable 
human person’. “Real people are destructive of myth, contingency 
is destructive of fantasy, and opens the way for imagination.’ 
Imagination, a quality Miss Murdoch exemplifies in Shakespeare 
and the Russians, ‘those great masters of the contingent’, is an 
attempt to apprehend truth, and Miss Murdoch suggests that the 
novel to return to its imaginative power must pit against ‘the con- 
solations of form, the clear crystalline work, the simplified fantasy- 
myth’, ‘the now so unfashionable naturalistic idea of character’ .¢ 

This idea of character, that is, is the literary equivalent of the 
moral idea of the real impenetrable human person, ‘substantial, 
impenetrable, individual, indefinable and valuable’. And this in- 
dividual human person lives in a world where there are degrees of 
freedom, he is ‘free and separate’ but ‘related to a rich and compli- 
cated world from which as a moral being he has much to learn’.’ 

All Miss Murdoch’s novels can in an important sense be seen as 
studies of the ‘degrees of freedom’ available to individuals, and 
it is from this point of view that I have approached them in the 
following pages. 

The kinds of freedom studied vary, and the style and matter of 
the novels also vary greatly, but there is, I would maintain, a 
surprisingly constant unity of theme underlying the ideas of all the 
seven novels we have so far. Between the first two novels, Under 
the Net and The Flight from the Enchanter, and the third, The 
Sandcastle, there is a break—not only a stylistic attempt to move 
from fantasy-myth to depiction of character, but a break in subject- 
matter. The first two books have a social dimension, an emphasis on 
the possibilities of man’s freedom in society at large and mechanized, 
an interest in work, in the sense of jobs, which is not importantly 
present in the later novels, which are more concerned with freedom 
within personal relationships, with Jamesian studies of one person's 
power over, or modification of another person—although both 
ideas are of course present in most of the novels. The Flight from 
the Enchanter is certainly concerned with one individual’s power 
over another within relationships as well as socially, and the 
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problem of freedom in work, or how work limits freedom, recurs 
both in the organization of the community in The Bell, and in 
Mor’s struggles with his job and the Labour party, or even Rain 
Carter’s painting, in The Sandcastle. And the problem which 
Jake Donaghue encounters from time to time in Under the Net, 
the problem of economic freedom, of whether he can accept large 
sums of dishonourably earned money in order to live free of 
economic necessity, also, in a different form, besets Randall in 
An Unofficial Rose, who buys a kind of freedom with the money 
obtained from the sale of his father’s Tintoretto. 

But the general idea with which I want to begin the study of the 
freedom of the characters in the novels is that this freedom is 
worked out, very broadly speaking, in terms of a constant—and, 
in the nature of things, incomplete and unresolved—interaction of 
their own attempts to act, or to order their experience (a process 
which constantly degenerates into ‘deforming’ reality by fantasy) 
with the transcendent ‘reality’. This reality is seen in part as that 
fundamental, indefinable stuff of existence to which in her book on 
Sartre, Miss Murdoch refers in these terms: 


What does exist is brute and nameless, it escapes from the scheme of 
relations in which we imagine it to be rigidly enclosed, it escapes from 
language and science, itis more and other than our descriptions of it.8 


But Miss Murdoch’s concept of incomprehensible reality does not 
exactly coincide with Sartre’s “contingent over-abundance of the 
world’. It contains an element which Sartre would ignore, dividing, 
as Miss Murdoch says he does, the world between the ‘swooning 
abundance of existence’ and the reason and will of the isolated 
human individual. This element can be located in her criticism of 
Sartre as a novelist. She writes: 


Sartre has an impatience, which is fatal to a novelist proper, with the 
stuff of human life. He has, on the one hand, a lively interest, often slightly 
morbid, in the details of contemporary living, and on the other a pas- 
sionate desire to analyse, to build intellectually pleasing schemes and 
patterns. But the feature which might enable these two talents to fuse 
into the work of a great novelist is absent, namely an apprehension of 
the absurd irreducible uniqueness of people and of their relations with 
each other.® 


Miss Murdoch believes, that is, in a respect for people as they are, 
and not, as she says of Sartre’s man in another context, ‘stripped 
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and made anonymous by extremity’!°, which leads her to set a 
higher value upon those social and moral ideas and habits which 
do in fact exist and affect people, a respect for something that G. S. 
Fraser has excellently isolated when he entitled his article on her 
work The Solidity of the Normal. The normal also forms part of 
the ultimately mysterious transcendent reality, in a way which is 
illuminated by a remark of Miss Murdoch’s husband, John Bayley, 
who, discussing the ‘normal’ virtue of Henry James’s Maggie Verver, 
says that she is human in the way in which ‘to be human is to be 
virtually unknown’ and comments that ‘the conventional and the 
mysterious are closely allied, are indeed one and the same thing’. 
I think that ‘normal’ is a better word for what Miss Murdoch 
wishes us to take into account than ‘conventional’, and I do not, 
even so, want to suggest that normality is ipso facto something 
desirable in Miss Murdoch’s world; only that it is one of the aspects 
of the stuff of human life which contributes to the opacity of 
persons, to the mystery of freedom in relation to reality. 


CHAPTER II 


UNDER THE NET 


. S. FRASER has written: ‘Under the Net, Miss Murdoch’s first 
novel, as its very title suggests, presents an image of the private 
will, of various private wills, at odds with the “social spirit” and 
the ‘“‘needs of external co-operation”’; society is seen as precisely the 
net which is always coming down to catch us, but which has large 
or coarse meshes that we can easily escape through, if only later 
to be caught on other, finer meshes.’! Malcolm Bradbury, in an 
article in the Critical Quarterly, Spring 1962, to which I am indebted 
throughout this chapter, suggested that ‘the myth of Mars, Venus 
and Vulcan is used as a kind of scaffolding’? for Under the Net. 
Mr Bradbury gave several instances of the ingenuity with which 
this myth has been used—the comparison of the hulking Hugo 
Belfounder, armaments manufacturer and fireworks maker, to 
Vulcan, and of Sadie the film star and Anna, her sister, to various 
aspects of Venus; from the name of the dog, Mr Mars, to the loca- 
tion of Hugo’s film studio at Hammersmith. I was very impressed 
by this argument, and had thought I had found a continuation of 
the use of this myth of Vulcan’s net in this sense in A Severed Head, 
where Martin Lynch-Gibbon sees his wife and her lover, who have 
‘simply’ freed themselves from the reality of her marriage, as Ares 
and Aphrodite, and Palmer assures Martin, the deceived husband, 
that he is not Hephaistos. But Miss Murdoch assures me that she 
had no intention, when writing Under the Net, of referring to the 
myth in this way; and it seems to me that what her intention was, 
here, is important. 
Besides its social significance, the net is given a philosophical 
significance within the novel. The image is used precisely by Hugo, 
who is shown as having a kind of non-classifying vision of life 


which sees everything as ‘unutterably particular’. Jake, the narrator, 
says of him: 


With Hugo I felt like a man who, having vaguely thought that all 
flowers are the same, goes for a walk with a botanist. Only this simile 
doesn’t fit Hugo either, for a botanist not only notices details, he classi- 
fies. Hugo only noticed details. He never classified. It was as if his 
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vision were sharpened to the point where even classification was im- 
possible, for each thing was seen as absolutely unique. I had the feel- 
ing that I was meeting for the first time an almost completely truthful 
man.® 

Hugo, that is, is aware of that aspect of Miss Murdoch’s truth 
or reality which consists of a respect for the contingent, for the way 
in which things cannot be arranged finally in patterns by the 
organizing intellect. It is Hugo, or Hugo in the figure of Annan- 
dine, as he is presented by Jake in Jake’s book, The Silencer, who 
uses the image of the net in a philosophical sense, as a symbol 
for theorizing, or forming concepts about a situation. Annandine 
is made to say: 


What I speak of is the real decision as we experience it; and here the 
movement away from theory and generality is the movement towards 
truth. All theorizing is flight. We must be ruled by the situation itself 
and this is unutterably particular. Indeed it is something to which we can 
never get close enough, however hard we may try as it were to creep 
under the net.4 


Here the net is seen, not, as in G. S. Fraser’s picture of it, as some- 
thing which is, initially at least, a trap, through whose meshes one 
tries to escape, but as something thrown over truth, underneath 
which we must creep in order to get at the precise situation. This is 
Hugo’s view of it; he isa man who represents what Miss Murdoch 
called in a philosophical article on the subject, the nostalgia for the 
particular.* Miss Murdoch has said that the image of the net of 
which she was thinking when she wrote the book was that of 
Wittgenstein (Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, 6.341). Here Wittgen- 
stein uses the net as a picture of the way in which concepts, ideas, 
connections of thought, can be used to ‘bring the description of 
the universe to a unified form’. (He instances Newtonian mecha- 
nics.) 


* This article (Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society, 9th June 1952) deals with 
the idea of the inner life, the mental event, the search for ‘a particular and 
immediate kind of experience [cf. Hugo] which should be independent of our 
ordinary modes of understanding’. Miss Murdoch concludes, “We fail to discover 
this; but what we do discover are those features of experience which inspire the 
quest—features which analysis has neglected or denied.’ In a sense the ‘quest’ here 
is Jake’s quest, and the conclusion the conclusion of Under the Net. 


16 DEGREES OF FREEDOM 
He writes: 


Let us imagine a white surface with irregular black spots. We now say: 
Whatever kind of picture these make I can always get as near as I 
like to its description, if 1 cover the surface with a sufficiently fine square 
network and now say of every square that it is white or black. In this 
way I shall have brought the description of the surface to a unified form. 
This form is arbitrary, because I could have applied with equal success 
a net with a triangular or hexagonal mesh. It can happen that the descrip- 
tion would have been simpler with the aid of a triangular mesh; that is 
to say we might have described the surface more accurately with a 
triangular, and coarser, than with the finer square mesh, or vice versa, 
and so on. 


Wittgenstein writes a little later: 


Laws, like the law of causation, etc., treat of the network and not of what 
the network describes. 


Or, to return to Miss Murdoch’s description of reality, ‘it is more, 
and other, than our descriptions of it’. 

What is important about the net is that it is there, both in the 
social sense and in the sense in which Tamarus, the figure Jake puts 
against Hugo/Annandine, argues in the dialogue; “What you say 
goes against our very nature. We are rational animals in the sense 
of theory-making animals.’ And ‘there are theories abroad in the 
world, political ones for instance, and so we have to deal with them 
in our thoughts and that at moments of decision too’.® 

Political theory enters the narrative in the person of Lefty Todd, 
to whom, in fact, Hugo ultimately surrenders what power and 
wealth he has, and whom he comes greatly to admire. I will discuss 
Lefty later; for the moment I want only to suggest that we accept, 
loosely, the double image of the net, seen first as a series of social 
patterns, or relationships or traps, within the book, from which the 
‘private will’ seeks to escape, or to liberate others, with the aid of 
a hairpin, a file, or Belfounder’s Domestic Detonators, and secondly 
as a net of concepts, of ideas, man-made and in one sense at least 
inevitable, which we use to try to describe truth, and underneath 
which Hugo and the impulse he represents would try to creep to 
come at the unutterably particular situation. 

It is important to recognize that Hugo’s view of truth, however 
sympathetic we, and Jake, may be to it, is not meant to be the 
final statement of the book. Jake, when re-reading The Silencer, 
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reflects that ‘there occurred to me instantly a variety of ways in 
which the position of Tamarus might be strengthened’,* and Miss 
Murdoch herself says ‘it is through an enriching and deepening of 
concepts that moral progress takes place’.? And Hugo and what he 
stands for yield constantly throughout the book to the socially 
committed Lefty, whose concepts are rigid and absolute.* 

The story of the book follows two quests, that for Hugo and 
that for Anna, whose ‘simple’ theory of art, and silence in art, since 
all speech is lies, parallels the lack of concepts, philosophically, of 
Hugo, the ‘silencer’. At the end of the book, Jake, having found and 
lost both the objects of his search, has found out more about reality 
and about art, as represented by Anna, and about his own relation- 
ship to them. He knows much more about his own limitations and 
his own relationship to these. The novel could be described as a 
philosophical novel very precisely, since there is clearly a very 
conscious attempt to pattern the events in Jake’s story in terms of 
ideas of freedom, of philosophical approaches to reality, to what 
we know and what we cannot know. But it is nevertheless a novel, 
and not simply a philosophical game. 

In her first two books Miss Murdoch’s great skill in proliferating 
precise symbols, complex cross-references, situations, such as traps 
or mimetic actions which repeat and elaborate each other, fuses her 
gift for story-telling with her gift for arranging an action around a 
pattern of ideas, more happily than in some of her later, more 
deliberately ‘real’ novels. That is to say, the exploration of the 
ideas and of the characters, the human behaviour, in the novel here, 
work together—and whereas Hugo is fascinating as a phenomenon 
and can be ‘placed’ as the representative of certain intellectual 
attitudes to experience, Jake, in spite of the fantastic nature of the 
events through which he moves, is a real character, and cannot be 
simply ‘placed’, however much we plot around him. 

Jake, it has been remarked, is to a great extent a standard fictional 
hero of our time. He is an ‘outsider’, uncommitted politically or 
emotionally, opposed to formal work, socially classless—he is 
constantly asking himself, for instance, if he “belongs to a social 
class which takes money in situations like this’—but his decisions 
are ultimately determined by considerations of morals rather than 
class. He has, that is, a kind of negative freedom. G. S. Fraser says 
of him that he 

* This point is excellently made by Malcolm Bradbury. 
B 
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does not have to make himself a bohemian, he is one, and the roots of 
his restlessness seem to lie more in an inquisitive desire to test out the 
range of his own adaptability than in any strong hatred of any particular 
atmosphere or milieu.® 


When the book opens we are told of him that he has ‘shattered 
nerves’ and ‘one effect of this is that I can’t bear being alone for 
long’.® And it becomes clear from his relationships with the other 
characters that his detachment is nervous, a kind of instinctive pro- 
tecting himself from life, rather than a purposive search for “free- 
dom’. When at the beginning of the book, Magdalen, in whose flat 
and to a certain extent on whose charity he has been living, 
announces that she is getting married, he is at first surprised and a 
little guilty that he has not noticed what was taking place, and 
even tells her that ‘I ought to have looked after you better’. He 
feels for a moment a ‘need’ for her, and ‘her eyes were troubled’ 


but 
I took a deep breath and followed my rule of never speaking frankly to 


women in moments of emotion. No good ever comes of this. It is not 
in my nature to make myself responsible for other people. I find it hard 
enough to pick my own way along. 


And he comments, “The dangerous moment passed’.1° 

In his description of his early relationship with Anna Quentin 
the same shying away from a relationship is evident; when he can 
say that he ‘did come near to taking the thing seriously’ he com- 
ments that that was ‘perhaps why I let myself drift away from her 
in the end’. He elaborates upon this: 


I hate solitude but I am afraid of intimacy. The substance of my life is 
a private conversation with myself which to turn into a dialogue would 
be equivalent to self-destruction. The company which I need is the com- 
pany which a pub or a café will provide. 1 have never wanted a com- 
munion of souls. It’s already hard enough to tell the truth to oneself. 
But communion of souls was Anna’s special subject. . . . She took life in- 
tensely and very hard. Whereas I think it is foolish to take life so, as if 
you were to provoke a dangerous animal which will break your bones 
in the end in any case. 


It is not clear that a communion of souls is a better alternative, 
particularly in view of the disastrous effects of Antonia’s belief in 
such a communion in A Severed Head, to Jake’s uncommitted and 
self-contained search for truth, but neither is it the only one. 
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Nor is it in Miss Murdoch’s terms possible to find truth without 
some relationship with other people. 

At the beginning of the book, too, Jake’s relationship to his work 
is made clear, through comments of Magdalen’s and through Jake’s 
relationship with Dave Gellman, the philosopher. Magdalen, 
referring to her bookmaker fiancé, says, “We all live on other 
people’s vices. I do, you do, and you live on worse ones than he 
does.’ Jake comments, “This was a reference to the sort of books I 
sometimes translated.’2 And, referring to his translations of Jean- 
Pierre Breteuil’s “bad, best-selling stuff’, he quotes and accepts a 
judgment of Dave’s: ‘Anything rather than original work, as 
Dave says.’!° Here too, there is a shying away, a refusal to be com- 
mitted, to grapple with art, as with relationships; he has reflected on 
the fact that ‘the present age was not one in which it was possible 
to write an epic’ and ‘had contrived to stop myself just short of the 
point at which it would become clear to me that the present age was 
not one in which it was possible to write a novel’.14 However, he 
is not writing a novel. 

Driven to some kind of action by being turned out by Madge, 
Jake goes to visit Dave who lives in what Jake calls ‘contingent 
London’. ‘Everywhere west of Earls Court is contingent except 
for a few places along the river.’ Dave on hearing of Jake’s home- 
lessness, raises the idea of jobs. 


‘If I would be you,’ said Dave, ‘I would take a proper job.’ He pointed 
to the white wall of the hospital which loomed very close outside the 
window.15 


Malcolm Bradbury writes of Dave that he ‘represents a spare 
utilitarian view of the world’, a view that is not quite fair, since 
there is a great warmth about him, he has the mystery of his 
Jewishness, and ‘his life is a continual tour de force of intimacy’—a 
description which, coming from the uncommitted Jake at that 
stage of the book, is vaguely derogatory, but is ultimately at least 
as much of a reflection upon Jake’s isolation as upon Dave. 

What Dave dislikes is metaphysics, or at least the metaphysics of 
his pupils to whom the world is a mystery ‘to which it should be 
reasonably possible to discover a key . . . of the sort that could be 
contained in a book of some 800 pages’,1® a process to which Miss 
Murdoch would almost certainly refer as ‘deforming the world by 
fantasy’. Dave’s relation with contingency is in one sense akin to 
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Hugo’s in that he objects to metaphysics and to Jake’s ‘artistic’ uses 
of language; but in another it is opposed. He can afford, Jake says, 
to live in contingent London, because he is ‘professionally con- 
cerned with the central knot of being (though he would hate to 
hear me use that phrase) and not with the loose ends that most of 
us have to play with’.1” 

And also, unlike Hugo, his emphasis is not upon the unutterably 
particular situation. Like certain later clerical and military charac- 
ters, also attached, as he is, to orthodox forms of religion—I think 
particularly of James Tayper Pace in The Bell, and of the clergymen 
in The Sandcastle and An Unofficial Rose, he believes that 


Human beings have to live by clear practical rules and not by the vague 
illumination of lofty notions which may seem to condone all kinds of 
extravagance.1® 


Like James Tayper Pace he turns out to have been, in practice, 
much more right than the ordinary liberal reader is likely to im- 
agine; James’s assessment of the effect of his actions on Toby is 
much better than the much more ‘imaginative’ Michael’s, and 
Dave’s advice, here, turns out to be what Jake ultimately follows— 
although at this stage we accept Jake’s protests at their face value, 
and when Dave says that Jake is ‘too much the incorrigible artist’ 
we think we see where Jake’s values, Jake’s freedom, differ from 
Dave’s own. And Jake is perhaps searching for something that not 
so much Dave’s utilitarianism, as his ‘peculiar brand of linguistic 
analysis’ is opposed to. 

Miss Murdoch herself is, like Jake the artist, like Dave’s pupils, 
constantly ‘tempted’ towards metaphysics, and when Jake says 
‘Hegel says that Truth is a great word and the thing is greater still. 
With Dave we never seemed to get past the word’!® one feels that 
it is to be seen as a genuine artist’s frustration with the linguistic 
philosopher’s approach to reality. And when Jake swims symboli- 
cally with Lefty and Finn, alive in the river, the fact that Dave sits 
isolated and contemplates them is perhaps symbolically also con- 
nected to this. 

However, Dave’s prescriptions for Jake contain much of Miss 
Murdoch’s own values. 


I looked at the wall of the hospital. “To save my soul,’ I said. ‘Not 
therefore,’ said Dave scornfully. “Always you are thinking of your soul. 
Precisely it is not to think of your soul but to think of other people.’2 
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Dave’s remark’s are not only utilitarian; they are also directed at 
Jake’s own unproductive situation. 


Society should take you by the neck and shake you and make you do a 
sensible job. Then in your evenings you would have the possibility to 
write a great book. 


During this conversation Jake says, 4 propos of nothing in parti- 
cular, ‘I can’t help my psychology. After all, freedom is only an 
idea.’ I imagine that this is ironically directed at Dave who cannot 
get past the word in the case of truth, but what does seem clear 
here is that Jake’s problem is more complex than not being able 
to help his psychology; he does not believe that freedom is only 
an idea, and it matters to him in terms of freedom what he shall do 
and where he shall go. 

If Jake’s attitudes to personal relations become clear through the 
two women, and his attitude to his work is preliminarily illumi- 
nated by Dave, we discover something further about his attitude 
to Miss Murdoch’s truth in his relationship with Finn who ‘isn’t 
exactly my servant’. Finn, like Hugo, like Dave, is according to 
Jake, ‘truthful’. “He never tells lies, he never exaggerates.’ Jake sees 
him as ‘an inhabitant of my universe and cannot conceive that he 
has one containing me; and this arrangement seems restful for both 
of us’.” 

He ascribes this to Finn’s lack of an ‘inner life’, which he connects 
with his truthfulness—Jake himself has ‘a complex one and highly 
differentiated . . . aspects have always been my trouble’.? Finn on 
the other hand is apt to ‘make objective statements when these 
are the last thing one wants like a bright light on one’s headache’. 

Here we have the first hint of Jake’s trouble—a liking for ‘aspects’, 
a dislike for objective statements, a belief in his own inner life, 
and a lack of respect for Finn, whom he automatically treats as an 
inhabitant of his own universe; this is elaborated in the passage in 
which Jake tells us that Finn talks a lot to Dave about religion and 
‘is always saying that he will go back to Ireland to be in a country 
which really has religion, but he never goes’. Jake obviously does 
not take this in Finn seriously, brushing it aside with ‘I prefer it 
when Finn doesn’t talk too much’ and an elaboration of his own 
talks with Dave.24 But at the end of the book it is clear that this 
need is meaningful to Finn, and that Finn inhabits his own universe; 
it is his return to Ireland that finishes Jake’s isolation. Thus, as in 
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the case of Madge, he is seeing what he pleases, and as in the case of 
his views of Sadie’s and Anna’s real relationship with Hugo, he is 
distorting reality to fit his own needs. He says at the end: 


I felt ashamed, ashamed of being parted from Finn, of having known so | 
little about Finn, of having conceived things as I pleased, and not as they 
were.5 


Jake then, at the beginning of the book is partly a ‘private will’ 
at odds with society; he is also from his own point of view afraid 
of relationships with people, afraid of, or anxious to avoid, work, 
both useful and creative, and he has a strong tendency to deform 
the nature of reality by fantasy. In this context, he says significantly 
‘T hate contingency. I want everything in my life to have a sufficient 
reason’ .26 I would remark, in passing that one of Miss Murdoch’s 
achievements is the skill with which, through the medium of the 
first person narrative, she persuades the reader to accept, or largely 
to accept, Jake’s ‘sufficient reasons’, his summing up of events, 
largely because the convention, which she exploits, allows us to 
suppose that if the narrator says ‘I saw that it was not Sadie that 
Hugo loved, but Anna’, this is in fact the case; thus the force of 
her revelations that what the other ‘truthful’ characters said was in 
fact true is all the greater. 

The action of the story is partly Jake’s quest for Hugo, his 
‘destiny’, and partly his quest for Anna. It is complicated by the 
aesthetic, financial and political aspects of the situation in which he 
finds himself. His only final acquisition during the events related 
is the company of the dog Mars, whom he releases from a cage, 
and with whom he develops a relationship of some warmth. Mars 
is, although he is ageing, a symbol, like the dogs in The Sandcastle, 
The Bell and The Unicorn, for a kind of natural vital energy which 
Jake had lacked. Mars has in some ways much in common with 
Anna, to whom we must now turn. Anna has a naturalness, heavy 
brown hair which is, like Mr Mars, showing signs of natural 
ageing, which are emphasized at some length; she has streaks of 
grey, a sort of wrecked look which was infinitely touching’— 
compared with Sadie she is like a ‘sweet blackbird’ as opposed to 
‘some sort of rather dangerous tropical fish’.2” Anna and Sadie are 
the first of a series of contrasts of ‘natural’ and ‘artificial’ women, 
who seem to combine the human and aesthetic functions of the 
objects of desire for her male characters. 
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Anna is first seen in a romanticized version of Sartre’s ‘gluey’ 
stuff of life, or maybe, here, primarily stuff of art, since we are in the 
Mime Theatre, a refinement of art to its purest elements. 


The contents of the room had a sort of strange cohesion and homo- 
geneity, and they seertied to adhere to the walls like the contents of a 
half-empty jam jar. Yet here was every kind of thing. It was like a vast 
toy shop that had been hit by a bomb.’8 


In this room Jake sleeps in a bearskin; later, on the Embankment, 
he sleeps with Mars whose ‘body was radiantly warm from nose to 
tail’. In both cases there is a sense of warmth and life. It is significant, 
too, that when Madge in Paris offers Jake large sums of money for 
doing nothing, remarking “But isn’t that what you've always 
wanted?’ it is the thought of Mars growing old, that “he would do 
no more work. He would not swim flooded rivers any more, or 
scramble over high fences, or fight with bears in lonely places’, 
which crystallizes Jake’s resolution to ‘live my own life’.2® Thus 
the release of Mars releases something in Jake, which impels him 
towards a ‘real’ decision about leading his own life. 

His relationship with Anna is one of ‘love’ although he has been 
reluctant to tie himself down because ‘love’ would make too many 
demands on him. Malcolm Bradbury sees Anna, with her ‘archaic 
coils of hair’, her romantic surroundings and her singing, as ‘an 
order of life from which Jake feels separated and which he yet 
feels the necessity to pursue’ ;?° she is seen as pure art, divorced from 
social distortions, divorced as far as possible from the distorting 
effects of speech. Her theories of art resemble those of Hugo, 
although they are not identical, and it is not her ‘philosophy of 
silence’ that Jake finds attractive in her or pursues—indeed he 
finds this so antipathetic that he immediately supposes her to be 
‘in the grip of a theory’ (which she is) and supposes the Mime 
Theatre to be Hugo’s idea. 

In fact, the theatre has been created by Hugo to please Anna, 
who is in love with him. He tells Jake that the theatre was “all 
Anna’s idea. I just joined in. She had some sort of general theory 
about it, but I never understood properly what it was.’ Here there 
is an irony; Anna’s ‘general theory’ which Hugo does not under- 
stand, is her attempt to reproduce in her art his respect for the 
unutterably particular, the simply true, the fact or experience 
uncorrupted by ideas or personal feelings. Jake tells him this; 
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Anna’s theory, he insists, was ‘just what was yours. It was you 
reflected in Anna, just as that dialogue [The Silencer] was you 
reflected in me.’ Hugo significantly and consistently says ‘I don’t 
recognize the reflections’.! Hugo would not; he is interested only 
in the particular, but both Anna and Jake, who are artists (Jake 
with a strong streak of the philosopher), whilst recognizing the 
deep need for Hugo’s particular vision, his sense that things are 
unknowable and unclassifiable, not to be patterned, are neverthe- 
less driven by their own nature to form patterns and theories with 
that vision. 

These contrasted needs recur, throughout Miss Murdoch’s work, 
reappearing, as I hope to show, even in Hannah Crean-Smith’s 
attempt in The Unicorn to live a life of religious suffering that 
shall not be a myth or an object of patterned thought to herself or 
to others—an attempt, like Anna’s ‘philosophy of silence’, doomed 
to become, at least partially a theory, or a myth, an imprisoning 
net, in itself. 

Anna’s philosophy of silence in art contains an element that 
reappears in Miss Murdoch’s religious characters; the attempt to 
expunge from the experience the corrupting elements, not of 
generality, or theory, but of the self, one’s own desires, one’s 
personal appeal and feelings. Hugo’s brush with art has been an 
attempt to make a moment of simple uncorrupted beauty in his 
fireworks, real because they were ephemera, ‘a spurt of beauty of 
which in a moment nothing more was left’.? He gave them up in 
disgust when society, the newspapers, enclosed them in a net of 
concepts, talked about them as ‘art’. Anna’s mime is an attempt to 
produce the same purity and simplicity of experience, but her 
emphasis is on the expunging of the self; she sees her singing as ‘the 
exploitation of charm to seduce people’—a process in which Sadie, 
of course, engages quite naturally. 

Of the mime she says, “Only very simple things can be said with- 
out falsehood’, to which Jake, quite properly, retorts, “What I saw 
in that theatre wasn’t simple.’ 

And what Anna is doing is not simple, even her theory of sim- 
plicity is not simple. Indeed her whole setting is one of great 
mystery, great cohesive complexity, and it is this mystery and 
warmth of Anna which attracts Jake to such an extent that he 


ignores what Anna says in his pursuit of what, to him, she repre- 
sents. 
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The relationship of Anna and her view of art to Jake’s freedom 
becomes clearest, perhaps, if we examine her relation to Miss 
Murdoch’s study of Sartre’s La Nausée. I have already quoted, in 
my introduction, a passage from this study, concerning the nature 
of existence: ‘What does exist is brute and nameless. .. ..* And Miss 
Murdoch, describing Sartre’s sense of the contrast between this 
indefinable stuff of existence and the world which reason and 
consciousness, reflection, find desirable as a habitation, quotes La 
Nausée: 


I understood that there was no middle way between non-existence and 
this swooning abundance. What exists at all must exist to this point, to 
the point of mouldering, of bulging, of obscenity. In another world, 
circles and melodies retain their pure and rigid contours. But existence 
is a degeneration.*4 


Anna, in Under the Net, is surely related to the world where ‘circles 
and melodies retain their pure and rigid contours’. The last scene 
in Under the Net where Jake, in Mrs Tinckham’s shop, hears Anna 
on the wireless, singing ‘an old French love song’ is surely a deli- 
berate parallel of the final scene in La Nausée which Miss Murdoch 
describes in these terms: 


Roguentin, who has abandoned his book on Rollebon, decides to leave. 
He sits in the café and listens for the last time to his favourite gramophone 
record: a Negress singing Some of these days. Often before, while listening 
to this melody, he has been struck by its pure, untouched, rigorous 
necessity. The notes follow one another, inevitably, away in another 
world. Like the circle, they do not exist. They are. The melody says: 
you must be like me. You must suffer in rhythm. I too, I want to be, 
thinks Roquentin. He thinks of the Jew who wrote the song, the Negress 
who sings it. Then he has another revelation. These two are saved, 
washed of the sin of existing. Why should he not be saved too? He will 
create something, a novel perhaps, which shall be beautiful and hard as 
steel, and will make people ashamed of their superfluity. Writing it, 
that will be a stale, day to day task. But once it is complete, behind him, 
he will be thought of by others as now he thinks of the Jew and the 


Negress.®° 


I have quoted this at such length, because it is obviously in toto 
relevant to the position of Jake at the end of the book; Jake too, 
wants to be, and Jake too is about to abandon his mechanical 
translating, which corresponds to Roquentin’s book on Rollebon. 


Mots 5) 
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But it is the differences which are illuminating, at least in terms of 
Miss Murdoch’s concept of freedom. 

The first point I want to make concerns the nature of the ‘other 
world’ of which Anna and the Negress’s song are symbols. Here 
is Anna’s song: 


The words came slowly, gilded by her utterance. They turned over in 
the air slowly and then fell; and the splendour of the husky gold filled 
the shop, transforming the cats into leopards and Mrs. Tinckham into 
an aged Circe.%® 


This with its richness, its transforming magic, its warmth, bears the 
same relation to the ‘pure, untouched rigorous necessity’ of the 
Sartre song, as the brightly coloured ‘glueyness’ in Anna’s room 
in the Mime theatre does to the ‘bulging obscenity’ of Sartre’s 
existence. Anna’s theory, in her days of silence, corresponds more 
closely to Sartre’s song than her singing. Miss Murdoch's comment 
that ‘Sartre sees our dividedness and yearning sometimes as a flaw 
and a lack, sometimes as a rather dry mystery, not a rich one 
like Marcel’s or a vivid one like Berdyaev’s’®? is apposite. We 
have already seen what ‘dryness’ entails. Anna is in one sense an 
object of dividedness and yearning, but she is a ‘rich’ and ‘vivid’ 
mystery. 

The other point to be made in connection with this scene is to 
quote Miss Murdoch’s criticism of Sartre’s idea of freedom in 
connection with it. A propos of Roquentin she remarks: 


He observes, with a fury which echoes the belle haine of his author, the 
pretentious trappings of the bourgeois Sunday. These trappings, these 
ideas of law and right, hide the nakedness of reality, of existence.38 


Miss Murdoch goes on immediately to ask “But could one ever do 
without the trappings?’ and to comment, not, it appears, with en- 
tire agreement, “To be outside society, to have lost one’s human 
dignity, often appears to Sartre to have a positive value.’ She 
remarks that Roquentin is a Platonist, and sees his salvation in 
art—in the “purity, clarity and necessity’ of the finished product, 
that is, not in the writing. (Jake is not the last of her heroes who is 
tempted in the same direction.) This need for ‘form’ Miss Murdoch 
regards as dangerous in the extreme; in several places she refers to 
form as ‘consolatory’, and here she clearly connects Sartre’s demand 
of the reason to make comprehensible patterns of our experience, 
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with the dangerous aspects of our need to see life through arranged 
concepts, or artistic wholes. From this point of view, then, Anna’s 
philosophy of silence, in so far as it is based on Hugo’s respect for 
the particular experience, is opposed to Roquentin’s need for 
necessity—which indeed Miss Murdoch criticizes in the Sartre book. 
‘Any such sense of necessity must be illusory for reasons that 
Roquentin has been offering all through the book.’ 

If she finds Roquentin’s solution inadequate, if she finds both his 
aesthetic and his social attitude inadequate as definitions of ‘free- 
dom’, she offers us a pointer again towards the real problem with 
which, according to her, Sartre does not come to grips: the 
solidity of what I have called the ‘normal’ as opposed to the un- 
utterably particular, or nakedly existing aspects of reality. She 
compares Roquentin with Kafka’s K, who ‘persists in believing 
that there is sense in the ordinary business of human communica- 
tion’. Roquentin no longer looks for sense except in melodies and 
mathematical figures. ‘He is unmoved by the fact that these are 
man-made fictions; it is their pure form that rescues them from 
absurdity. Roquentin’s plight appears to be a philosopher’s plight, 
whilst K’s is that of everyman. We do not in fact resign ourselves 
to finding the everyday world a senseless place—but in so far as 
we find it harder and harder to make sense of certain aspects of 
it, we recognize K’s dilemma as our own.’*° 

At the end of the book, Jake does not possess Anna, either in 
her aspect of a rich mystery, or in so far as she represents a richer 
version of the artistic solution which Roquentin finds, or, indeed, 
as a loved woman. One of the things suggested by examining the 
references to La Nausée is that to find freedom in exterior ‘forms’, 
in ‘another world’, without paying attention to the ‘ordinary busi- 
ness of human communication’, is illusory at least for non- 
philosophers; this problem recurs more starkly in the case of 
Randall in An Unofficial Rose, and with Max Lejour in The Unicorn. 
Jake’s human communication with Anna has been very inadequate, 
and perhaps for him she will always remain the gilding enchantment 
of the song on the radio—although, since this is the first of a series 
of broadcasts, we are to suppose that the enchantment will remain, 
as it were, available. Communication, at the end of the book, 
appears to be more possible with Sadie, who is certainly involved in 
this world, is ‘intelligent’ and ‘will keep’. But before discussing the 
terms of Jake’s final enlightenment it is necessary to turn precisely 
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to this world, to the social dimension, the political net, the theme 
of money, and Lefty Todd. 

‘The world of The Concept of Mind,’ Miss Murdoch remarks, in 
a discussion of the nature of language in the Sartre book, ‘is the 
world in which people play cricket, cook cakes, make simple 
decisions, remember their childhood and go to the circus; not the 
world in which they commit sins, fall in love, say prayers, or join 
the Communist Party’.41 The complex and serious activities of 
committing sins, falling in love and saying prayers are better 
discussed in terms of other novels, particularly The Bell; in Under 
the Net, if we do not have the Communist Party, we have the 
NISP, which is certainly out to make a revolution. And it is to 
be taken seriously. It is the NISP that takes over, first the Mime 
theatre, from which Jake escapes in the back of a van amongst the 
wreckage of Anna’s things, now ‘but a soiled and broken chaos’, 
and then Hugo’s flat, deserted by Hugo, ‘disintegrating into a 
number of black pieces’ which turn out to be starlings that spatter 
the room as the Hugo-like figure of Polyphemus was spattered. 
Jake takes from the Revolution a large bundle of one-pound notes 
but cannot bring himself to take Anna’s ‘beautiful’ letters to 
Hugo. 

These he leaves, and as he walks past the house, having ‘escaped’ 
through a skylight, ‘they were already carrying out the Renoirs’. 
Anna’s world, and Hugo’s world, that is, are open to invasion by 
the NISP; Hugo’s Renoirs have the warmth and mystery of Anna. 

And it is not fanciful to point out, I think, that in the scene in 
Paris, where Jake last sees and pursues Anna, the visionary scene 
where the woods are full of lovers, and a spent Belfounder rocket 
is thrown into Anna’s reflection by Jake, the event which is being 
celebrated by the crowds that separate Jake from Anna is another 
political liberation, achieved by a Revolution; the Fall of the 
Bastille. 

Against the world of the NISP, the Revolution, and Hugo, who 
gives constantly to it, being a curious combination of pacifist, 
capitalist and craftsman, is set the world of big business, the film 
corporations, the buying and selling of Mars, Sammy, Magdalen, 
and ultimately Sadie. Hollywood is constantly present in the book; 
Anna is feared to have given in and gone there, although finally 
she remains in Paris, Magdalen is corrupted by big money in films 
and becomes even more artificial than she initially was as a typist 
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imitating a film star; she attempts to corrupt Jake by the same 
means. Jake’s moments of decision are indeed often seen in terms 
of films, and the various film corporations, Bounty Belfounder, 
Phantasifilms, and the new company founded by Madge’s allies 
in Paris make excelleht symbols both for art at the mercy of social 
and economic forces, and for capitalism and the more extreme 
irrationality of large sums of money not equitably administered. 

In this sense they represent the social ‘net’ at the other extreme 
from the NISP—Jake is trapped by Sadie, Mars is caged by Sammy, 
having been a property of something which is surely meaningfully 
called Phantasifilms. And they represent one aspect of the union of 
the aesthetic not only with the social aspect of reality but the 
mechanical; something which is perhaps best seen in the splendid 
and extremely funny scene in the Bounty Belfounder studio— 
‘situated in a suburb of Southern London where contingency reaches 
the point of nausea’.4? 

What takes place in this studio is in many ways the climax of 
the social as opposed to the personal events. Jake gains entry by 
tricking the ‘local Cerberi’, referring to himself as a “professional 
Unauthorized Person’. What is taking place inside the studio is 
the filming of the conspiracy of Catiline, in which Sadie is to 
play the wife of Catiline “whom Sallust says no good man ever 
praised except for her beauty, and whom Cicero believed to be 
not only Catiline’s wife but also his daughter’. The film repudiates 
the latter insinuation ‘whether prompted by research or by the 
exigencies of the script... by presenting Orestilla as a woman with 
a heart of gold and moderate reformist principles’. This is Sadie’s 
world, as opposed to Anna’s, a world where there is at least a 
suggestion that truth is more than inevitably corrupted and 
deformed by ‘the necessities of the script’. 

The contrast is reinforced by pieces of description which deli- 
berately recall the very different scene in Anna’s Mime theatre. 
In Anna’s theatre Jake felt himself watched by the mysterious ‘eyes’ 
of the stuffed snake, the masks, the dolls; the light is dim, and comes 
from a lamp ‘buried under a covering of gauzy materials’. In the 
film studio there is the ‘brilliantly white radiance of the arc lamps 
making the buildings stand out in a relief more violent than that 
of nature’, and the mysterious eyes are replaced by machinery; 
‘in between, mounted on steel stilts, and poised on cranes, were the 
innumerable cameras, all eyes’. And, whereas Jake slept alone in 
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the Mime Theatre, here there is ‘a crowd of nearly a thousand 
men in perfectly motionless silence’. 

In this light, Jake sees Hugo—for the first time in the actual 
narrative. Hugo without ‘aspects’. 


In the many-angled radiance he cast no shadow and in the whiteness of 
the light he looked strangely pale as if his flesh were covered with 
chalk.44 


In this book, the action moves between two cities, real London, 
with its bells and pubs, Dave’s contingent mansions, and the Thames 
in which Jake swims with Lefty and Finn, and Paris, which is seen 
much more romantically, although it contains Madge’s offer of 
money without work, because it is where Anna is last seen, the 
home of Acis and Galatea, and the lovers in the Tuileries. In the 
film studio there is a third city, the Eternal City of Rome, made 
of plastic and Essex board. And it is here that the NISP is seen in 
action. The figure whom Jake took for “Catiline inflaming the 
Roman plebs’ turns out to be Lefty, haranguing the film workers. 
‘And that, comrades, is the only way to get rid of the capitalist 
system. I don’t say it’s the only way, but I do say it’s the best way.’ 
By this speech Hugo is spell-bound. 

The fall of the Eternal City is not achieved, however, by the 
NISP. Jake, using Judo, captures and imprisons Hugo, in order to 
tell him that Sadie is double-crossing him, a fact in which Hugo 
(as film impresario) does not seem interested. At this point fighting 
breaks out in the meeting; the United Nationalists have come to 
break it up and are followed by the police. In the struggle, the city 
sways, people become indistinguishable, and ‘the long banner 
which said socIaLIsT PossIBILITY rose and fell upon the surge’. 
Hugo and Jake, incapable of working out which ones are which, 
join the battle to “defend the one person whose identity we were 
sure of’; Lefty. 

They find themselves trapped by the wall of the city; neither 
Lefty, nor Jake, who is illegally in possession of Mars, is anxious 
to be caught by the arms of the law. They are released from this 
trap by Hugo’s production of a Belfounder’s Domestic Detonator, 
which brings down in a splendidly described moment, the whole 
city, leaving a gap in the wall through which Lefty and Hugo 
disappear, leaving Jake, who is not quick enough, to escape by 
persuading Mars to sham dead. 
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In this scene, city and political activity are by political activity, 
and by Hugo’s action in favour of Lefty, reduced to chaos; at the 
end of it, one has a sense of everything—film, Rome, socialists, 
nationalists, capitalists, being reduced to something incompre- 
hensible and muddled. At a later political meeting Hugo is hit on 
the head by a brick which brings him for the third time into Jake’s 
orbit, in the hospital, from which Jake, this time, releases him. 

To this scene in the studio I would apply, loosely, another 
passage from the Sartre book. Iris Murdoch speaks of Sartre’s 
thinking about the ‘reflective revolt’ against society. 


There is only the uneasy marginal pursuit of the idea of freedom which 
seems inevitably to fall into corruption as soon as it takes on the form 
of a political achievement. This uneasy thinking is dominated by the 
sense, which few intellectuals can think away, of the historical transitori- 
ness of capitalism in its present form. . . . Sartre’s picture of consciousness 
as a totalité détotalisée may be thought of as a myth of our condition. 
The spirit seems to have deserted our social fabric and to hang in the 
air, blowing to and fro on the ideological gales.4® 


I want only to juxtapose these ideas of “transitoriness of capitalism’, 
‘our deserted social fabric’ and the ‘ideological gales’ with the pic- 
ture of the fallen pasteboard city, the floating banner of socialist 
possibility, and Hugo, the capitalist’s, lack of belief in his pursuits, 
or concern with the loss of his assets, Sadie. Hugo, but not Jake, is 
ready to give to the Revolution, to give way before it: Jake’s 
relation to it is much more peripheral and is seen in terms of 
the individual, ‘the one person whose identity we were sure of’, 
Lefty. 

ne first meeting with Lefty takes place during the search for 
Hugo through all the pubs in the city; he is in fact distracted from 
his search for Hugo by the political conversation he has with Lefty. 
Lefty says that he has heard of Jake ‘that you are a talented man who 
is too lazy to work, and that you hold left-wing opinions but take 
no part in politics’.46 

In conversation Lefty extracts from Jake the admission that he 
more or less feels it ‘hopeless’ to fight for socialism, although he is 
a socialist. When pressed Jake says that 


English socialism is perfectly worthy, but it’s not socialism. It’s welfare 
capitalism. It doesn’t touch the real curse of capitalism, which is that 


work is deadly. 
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This concept of Jake’s, the deadliness of work, is important in that 
it is a valid reason for rootlessness and non-commitment. It is 
illuminated, perhaps, by comments of the Abbess in The Bell, who 
argues that there are people who can live neither in the world, nor 
out of it ‘and present-day society with its hurried pace and its 
mechanical and technical structure, offers no home to these un- 


happy souls’. 


Work as it now is, the Abbess argued with a kind of realism which 
surprised Michael at the time, can rarely offer satisfaction to the half 
contemplative. A few professions, such as teaching or nursing, remain 
such that they can readily be invested with a spiritual significance. But 
although it is possible, and indeed demanded of us, that all and any 
occupation be given a sacramental meaning, this is now for the majority 
of people almost intolerably difficult. . . .47 


Jake as an artist, and a seeker for Truth, is a half-contemplative 
in this sense; his ultimate solution to the work (in terms of jobs) 
problem is somewhere between that of Rosa, in The Flight from the 
Enchanter, who wants to make of work in the factory ‘something 
simple, hygienic, streamlined, unpretentious and dull’, and that 
of investing nursing with a spiritual significance. But this problem 
does not concern Lefty, who can certainly, supremely, live ‘in the 
world’, and tells Jake ‘If you can care at all, you can care absolutely’. 

Lefty tells Jake that Marx said that “consciousness doesn’t found 
being, but social being is the foundation of consciousness’.48 

This is the statement of an extreme point of view, at least as 
expounded by Lefty. (Jake says “We don’t yet know what this 
means.’) Lefty argues that what is needed ‘is not just to reflect social 
conditions, but to reflect on them—within limits . . .’. Lefty’s 
‘private will’ is completely immersed in the ‘social spirit’ and the 
‘needs of external cooperation’. Against him, Jake argues from 
theory to the particular feelings of the particular individual. He 
attacks Lefty on his own ground, arguing against Lefty’s advocacy 
of reflection on social conditions ‘what is the use of an intellectual 
renaissance that doesn’t move the people?’ And he attempts to 
move away from the general with his writer’s insistence that 
‘Ideas occur to individuals.’ 

Here he is with Miss Murdoch’s Sartre. 


The Marxists revile Sartre because he describes man as a fundamentally 
non-social, non-historical individual. But what Sartre wishes to assert 
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is precisely that the individual has an absolute importance and is not to 
be swallowed up in a historical calculation. Sartre’s man is depicted in 
the moment-to-moment flux of his thoughts and moods, where no 
consistent pattern either of purposeful activity or of social condition can 
easily be discerned; at this level freedom seems indeed like randomness, 
the freedom of indifferénce.49 


Miss Murdoch does not, I think, see it as easy, in the way in 
which it would be easy from this point of view to disentangle what 
is individual about man from what is historical and social, but she 
is ultimately with Sartre and Jake when it is a question of asserting 
the ‘absolute importance’ of the individual against a ‘historical 
calculation’. Where she leaves Sartre is when she sees him, as in 
a way she sees Anna, trying to make a pattern from the lack of 
pattern, to ‘create a fotal picture of the broken totality, to describe 
man’s limit from a point beyond that limit’.5° 

In any case the ‘freedom of indifference’ which is seen as a value 
here is the freedom that Jake has been struggling for all along. He 
expresses the uneasy feeling we have that ‘being loyal to one’s 
friends and behaving properly to women’ is as far as we can go, 
in our social morality; we are not at all certain that we can save the 
world or that what we can do will make it any better. As I quoted 
on p. 31, the idea of freedom “seems inevitably to fall into corrup- 
tion as soon as it takes on the form of a political achievement’. 

Certainly Lefty’s practical use, to which he would put Jake, is 
as corrupting to Jake’s individuality and vision as Madge’s offer to 
make him, for her own ends, a script-writer. He wants Jake to 
write socialist plays, after ‘a scientific analysis of a few recent popu- 
lar successes’ into the framework of which Jake can fill the 
‘message’. Lefty is, artistically speaking, that is, in Sadie’s world 
rather than Anna’s, a world where art and the individual are ‘used’ 
to ends other than their own. To a certain extent this is seen as an 
inevitable process, but not entirely. Lefty represents something— 
a social force—which exists, and with which Jake must come to 
terms, but to which he must not submit or he will distort himself 
and his reality. It is Hugo, without theories, who is practically 
vulnerable to Lefty’s theory of the utilization of consciousness. 

But we do not leave Lefty here; he shares in the very living 
episode of the swimming in the Thames; he writes a letter to Jake 
at the end, recalling this, and ending ‘life wasn’t entirely a matter 
of politics, was it?’ Jake comments: 

C 
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I got a good impression from this letter, and although I doubted whether 
Lefty really entertained the final sentiment I felt that here I had to do 
with a man.® 


It is the fact that Lefty is precisely “a man’, and human, which 
makes him sympathetic and something to be reckoned with and 
kept in contact with; whereas the world of script-writing, sin- 
ecures, artificial Madge and translating Jean-Pierre Breteuil must be 
sloughed off altogether. There is some value in the ends to which 
Lefty would utilize Jake, if there is no personal value, no adequate 
freedom in it, for Jake as an individual. 


We are now, perhaps, in a position to sum up Jake’s situation 
at the end of the book. Malcolm Bradbury remarks that: 


Few things have changed for him; after talk of love he is no nearer to 
being in it; after much exchange of money . . . he has much the same 
bank balance as he had in the beginning. But a process of renewal has 
taken place within him. 


Malcolm Bradbury sees this process of renewal as composed 
particularly of two things—a change from translating to creative 
work in his own right, and a change from having ‘shattered nerves’ 
to being able to encounter life and loneliness. 

At the end of the book, Jake is in touch with Sadie, and with 
Lefty, both of whom are representative of social demands in one 
form or another. Finn, his servant or bodyguard, has left him to his 
own devices and has returned to Ireland. He decides to take a 
room on his own, accompanied only by Mars, and to take a job, 
part-time, in a hospital, following Dave’s earlier advice. Of this 
he writes that it gave him ‘a feeling that was almost entirely new 
to me, that of having done something’, and comments: 


I could not imagine why I had not thought before of this way of living, 
which would ensure that no day could pass without something having 
been done, and so keep that feeling of uselessness, which grows in 
prolonged periods of sterility, away from me forever.®8 


But concurrent with the development of his ability to recognize 
a need to do something, in society, has been a development of his 
possibility of becoming an artist. The moment of his decision in 
this context comes in Paris and is made in terms of two shocks; 
that of Jean-Pierre Breteuil’s winning the Prix Goncourt, and that 
of his own inability to accept Madge’s offer—an inability which he 
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sees as a result partly of its incompatibility with the claims of the 
‘life’ represented by Mars, and partly of his own decision not to 
translate any more Breteuil. 

Of Breteuil he writes: 


A man whom I had taken on as a business partner had turned out to be 
a rival in love. . . . Since it was now impossible to treat with Jean-Pierre 
cynically, it was impossible to treat with him at all. 


Love, here, is connected with ‘real’ art, which is again connected 
with the mystery of Anna in the succeeding scenes where Jake 
turns from Jean-Pierre and Madge to his last pursuit of Anna. 
But what his new vision of Jean-Pierre reveals is partly that he had 
been under-estimating Jean-Pierre, by not seeing him as a poten- 
tially good writer—again, imposing patterns on a reality too com- 
plex for them—and partly that, now ‘truth’ is apparent to him, and 
Jean-Pierre’s work has the reality of good literature, he cannot 
take a parasitic living from it, or ‘use’ it socially in a cynical way. 

After Madge’s offer, which he dismisses ultimately with ‘I must 
live my own life. And it simply doesn’t lie in this direction’, he 
thinks of his refusal in terms of truth and falsehood. 


I had so littered my life already with compromises and half-truths, I 
could have picked my way through a few more. The twisting halls of 
falsehood never cease to appal me, but I constantly enter them; possibly 
because I see them as short corridors which lead out again into the sun: 


though, perhaps, this is the only fatal lie. 


His unwillingness to enter these hills of falsehood again is not 
because they are false, nor, he decides, because of Anna, but because 
of what has been revealed to him by Jean-Pierre’s success. 


All that mattered was a vision I had of my own destiny and which 
imposed itself upon me as a command. . . . There was a path which 
awaited me and which if I failed to take it would lie untrodden forever. 
This was the substance and all other things were shadows fit only to 
distract and deceive.* 


This, with its high language, is the moment at which Jake, as an 
artist, becomes free, because committed—free from script-writing, 
half-truths and economic dependence upon them. He says this is 
: l lled 

the real shape of that which before had obscurely compelled me to 
what had seemed a senseless decision’. But in a world where it was 
senseless, his freedom was illusory. 
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Before establishing a way of life which will give scope for action 
to this new vision of himself, he has to finish his pursuit of Anna 
and his pursuit of Hugo. The final vision of Anna comes first, in 
the long chase in Paris, where Anna is seen first against the ephe- 
meral spurts of beauty of the fireworks on the Pont Saint-Michel, 
and then walking barefoot in the Tuileries; here she is lost, to 
reappear only as a voice on the wireless. The whole scene has a 
dream-like quality, and Jake’s feelings are those we have in a 
dream; a feeling of necessity, that Anna is thinking of him, as he 
is of her, that 


This was a rendezvous. My need of her drew me onward like a physical 
force. Our embrance would close the circle of the years and begin the 
golden age.5? 


But, as in dreams, the necessity he feels changes nothing and Anna 
does not come; he has prevented himself from catching her up 
when he could, waiting for a ‘sign’ that she does not give. Malcolm 
Bradbury sees this loss of Anna as a symbolic loss of a life of ‘pure’ 
art. 


We feel that in this moment a certain pattern of life and art has escaped 
Jake, and when he returns to Dave Gellman and takes a job as a hospital 
orderly, we feel that he has been driven to an alternative solution, one 
that unites the aesthetic and the social.®8 


I do not like the idea that Jake has been ‘driven’ or that anything 
has ‘escaped’ Jake, in the sense that it was there to capture. Anna 
is not a way of life; she is, in so far as she is representative of any- 
thing, a ‘mystery’, an enchantment—the Tuileries where she is 
seen have ‘the dangerous charm of an enchanted garden’—not, one 
might remark, the last garden in Miss Murdoch’s work which is 
both beautiful, enchanted, unattainable and obscurely ‘dangerous’. 

It is this quality in Anna that Jake has been pursuing, and this, 
precisely and inevitably, that he cannot possess. He is distorting 
reality by imposing upon it a dream necessity in which the en- 
chantment of the garden and Anna will end in a rendezvous, an 
embrace, like that of Acis and Galatea. As I have said, Anna remains 
only as a song, a broadcast enchantment. 

But Anna is not only an object of contemplation; she is a loved 
woman, who takes life hard, has great skill in human relationships, 
and with whom both Jake and Hugo are personally concerned. 
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The other side of Jake’s freedom, his coming to an awareness of the 

‘unutterably particular’ situation, is made clear in his final conversa- 
tion with Hugo, when the Lite: reveals the truth which lies under 
the net of the distorting fantasies Jake has imposed on it—an Anna, 
not waiting mysteriously for Jake, but a ‘frenzied Maenad’ in 
pursuit of Hugo, a Hugo not in love with Anna, but with Sadie, 
who is ‘keen on’ Jake. 


[had no longer any picture of Anna. She faded, like a sorcerer’s appari- 
tion; and yet somehow her presence remained to me more substantial 
than ever before. It seemed as if, for the first time, Anna really existed 
now as a separate being and not as a part of myself. To experience this 
was extremely painful. . .. When does one ever know a human being? 
Perhaps only after one has renounced the possibility of knowledge and 
renounced the desire for it and finally ceased to feel even the need for it. 
But then what one achieves is no longer knowledge, it is simply a kind 
of co-existence; and this, too, is one of the guises of love.5® 


What is achieved here is not knowledge, it is a way of living, this 
co-existence, in the world as it is, one’s freedom defined by the 
substantial presence of the other person who inhabits his or her 
own universe. It is not the same kind of thing as Anna, in the earlier 
exchange between them, puts against Jake’s idea that unsatisfied 
love is concerned with possession. 

‘Unsatisfied love is concerned with understanding. Only if it is 
all, all understanding, can it remain love while being unsatisfied’.®° 
Jake’s final relation to Anna respects the mystery of her existence, 
the fact that she is “a real impenetrable human person’ perhaps 
more—I put this tentatively—than Anna’s ideal of understanding 
respects Hugo, whom she loves. Understanding, in Miss Murdoch’s 
thought, is a good ideal, but one impossible of complete achieve- 
ment, and we must know this. At least if Jake’s actions towards 
Anna are limited by her nature, he has come to know more of who 
she is and where he is with regard to her. 

This new knowledge comes about through Hugo, and with his 
revelation about Anna and Sadie Hugo’s function in Jake’s life 
comes, at least temporarily, to an end. It is as though Hugo was 
Jake’s ‘destiny’ as long as Jake’s primary need was precise vision, 
a sense of the unclassifiable particularity of things, to strip his 
fantastic net of interpretations and assumptions from his relation 
to the world. But once this is done, once his romantic fantasy is 
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revealed for what it is, and once he has developed a sense of his own 
‘destiny’ as a writer, who must presumably use concepts, construct 
a net of a kind, in art, if not in life, he must move out of Hugo’s 
sphere. Hugo is a craftsman and will become a watch-maker, 
precise and mechanical. Jake must concern himself directly with 
spiritual (in the Abbess’s sense) values. And he is thus freed of his 
obsession with Hugo’s precise vision as an end in itself, the only 
permissible way of seeing. 

Hugo says “The trouble with you, Jake, is that you want to 
understand everything sympathetically. It can’t be done. . . . Truth 
lies in blundering on.’ But in fact, once contact with Hugo has 
revealed to Jake the nature of his relationships with the sisters he 
can do more—a little more—than blunder on. 


He towered in my mind like a monolith: an unshaped and undivided 
stone which men before history had set up for some human purpose 
which would remain forever obscure. His very otherness was to be sought 
not in himself but in myself or Anna. Yet herein he recognized nothing 
of what he had made. He was a man without claims and without reflec- 
tions. Why had I pursued him? He had nothing to tell me. To have seen 
him was enough. He was a sign, a portent, a miracle.* 


But although seeing him has served its purpose, Jake at last becomes 
humanly curious about him again; even in these early very pat- 
terned novels Miss Murdoch will not allow her characters, or the 
relations between them, to degenerate into pure symbols. 


Yet no sooner had I thought this than I began to be curious again about 
him. I pictured him in Nottingham in some small desolate workshop, 
holding a watch in his enormous hand. I saw the tiny restless movements 
of the watch, I saw its many jewels. Had I finished with Hugo? 


The relationship between the individual Hugo and Jake, like that 
between the individual Anna and Jake, still exists. 

So, Jake is free, although socially and artistically more defined 
and in that sense limited, in that his vision is clearer; he is free of 
his own net of fantasy; if his love is neither possession nor under- 
standing it is at least a real love, related to a real beloved. He has 
Mars, and he has a relationship which he is now free to work out 
with Sadie, who ‘concerned me’ and ‘would keep’ because she had 
intelligence. He is also aware of the inexplicable mystery, the 
wonder of the world—he is last seen marvelling over the cat with 
two Siamese and two tabby kittens. 
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One feels uneasily that any analytic explanation of the book 
weighs it down, adds a portentousness to what is in fact, light, 
amusing and rapid. I would plead in extenuation that this, of all 
the books, is the most philosophic, the one where analysis of ideas, 
such as Miss Murdoch herself applies to Sartre’s novels is the most 
apposite technique of understanding the action, and notillegitimate, 
since every sentence, as is not always true in the later books, has 
a sense of being carefully written, chosen, ‘placed’. The action, as 
someone has remarked, has a dream-like inevitability; things 
happen, opportunely for the state of mind, or the philosophic 
advancement, or the symbolic tidymindedness of character and 
reader. Relationships between characters, although they exist, are 
worked round ideas, and are in very large part relationships of 
ideas. The book is fantasy-myth at its purest, and excellently 
cohesive fantasy-myth; but contingency and the stuff of human 
life are within the myth stated rather than seen to exist. 

The Flight from the Enchanter, the second novel, is also and 
obviously fantasy-myth, and its intellectual arrangement can be 
stripped and exposed, if we have the skill to do it, without anything 
being lost. But the subject-matter, the characters, at least in part, 
the theme, are all more those of the novel proper, as Miss Murdoch 
sees it, and the patterning is a symbolic patterning of characters 
and actions, rather than of concepts. It is also concerned with 
freedom, not as an idea or a state of mind, as in Under the Net, 
but as a fact, in relation to a given political and emotional state of 
affairs. And in this sense too, it is moving towards a fictional pre- 
sentation of the reality of the contingent, the accidental, what is. 


CHAPTER Ii 


THE FLIGHT FROM THE ENCHANTER 


lf the dominant image in Under the Net is one of nets, traps, 
people locked in or out, that of The Flight from the Enchanter is 
one of pursuit and flight, hunt and capture, enchantment and en- 
slavement. The themes are both political and personal, the war 
between the sexes, the contrast between youth and age, the 
problem of the refugee and the state. We have here a proliferation 
of symbolic naming and imagery: Mischa Fox’s surname, the 
Artemis, both suffragette periodical and virgin huntress, Hunter 
Keepe, ironically named, and the constant references to women 
in terms of fish, carried even as far as Calvin Blick’s “There are 
more fish in the sea’ when brandishing his ‘feelthy pictures’ at 
Rainborough, and the bronze weeping fish in the square of the 
town where Mischa spent his childhood. 

The story centres on the relationships of a group of characters 
with a dominant ‘enchanter’ figure, Mischa Fox, a newspaper 
magnate, who holds power mysteriously in various political and 
social spheres, exerts a curious sexual attraction over women, and 
is very rich. We follow the fortunes of three main characters; Rosa 
Keepe, whom Mischa has loved and who has rejected him, John 
Rainborough, an ex-civil servant, who works in an organization 
for the administration of the entry of refugees into the country, 
and the youthful Annette Cockeyne, who lives with Rosa. At the 
beginning of the book, Rosa is working in a factory, and is the 
mistress of two Polish refugee co-workers, Jan and Stefan Lusiewicz, 
Annette decides to leave her finishing school and enter the school 
of life, and Rainborough is being pursued, in more ways than one, 
by his typist, Agnes Casement. The ‘plot’ is a series of incidents, 
loosely connected to Mischa’s attempt, through Calvin Blick, his 
henchman, to gain control of the Artemis, a periodical edited by 
Hunter, Rosa’s brother, initially suffragette, here something in- 
dependent, a periodical outside Mischa’s newspaper empire, and 
symbolically, an independent virgin, outside his sexual empire. 
Various acts of violence are provoked; Rainborough and Rosa are 
menaced by Miss Casement and the Lusiewiczs; both are ultimately 
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rescued. Annette attempts to ‘help’ the lonely Mischa, but fails; 
she is not, however, damaged by her brush with his power as 
Rosa is. The crisis of the book consists of two suicides, the real 
one of Nina, the seamstress, a victim of Mischa’s power, but for 
whom Rosa is indirectly responsible, and the comical failure of 
Annette’s attempt to ‘end it all’. Rosa, who has contemplated stay- 
ing with Mischa after all, is driven by Calvin’s report of Nina’s 
suicide to return to resume the threads of her London life; 
Annette returns to her ‘free’ life with her parents, travelling from 
country to country. Rainborough, too, cuts free of his social and 
personal involvement, in SELIB and his engagement to Miss 
Casement, and accepts the refuge offered by Annette’s mother, 
Marcia Cockeyne. The Artemis remains in Rosa’s hands, and she 
is seen at the end of the book to be taking an interest in this survival 
of her mother’s suffragette and socialist faith, which she had earlier 
avoided. Mischa is last seen, alone but for the watching Calvin, on 
the Mediterranean shore, near his Italian villa. 

The critics generally have seemed to find this a less successful 
book than Under the Net; I think this is possibly because there is 
at times a slight lack of balance between the sense it imparts of the 
tragic ways in which people are blind, or at the mercy of a posi- 
tively evil power, and the two-dimensional game of pure pattern- 
ing which still persists, less relevantly here in, for instance, Miss 
Murdoch’s picture of Annette and her parents, who rather too 
obviously ‘stand for’ something theoretical—eternal youth, the 
unicorn virgin, in Annette’s case—in a world where, however 
fantastically, real human emotions are involved. To say that this 
is done deliberately is not to say that it works. The book is never- 
theless very complex, and I find, in many ways more moving and 
serious than some of the later novels which are not fantastic. And 
the care with which the parallels are worked out, the apparently 
inexhaustible invention of situation, are exhilarating. 


In this book the characters are not free, and truth is seen as an 
end so remote that it is hardly to be arrived at at all. What is 
examined is closer to being degrees of enslavement than degrees 
of freedom. These can, perhaps, best be seen by drawing a division 
between the theme of social enslavement and that of personal 
enslavement, although the two overlap constantly, and the strings 
are in both cases held by Mischa Fox and his henchman, Calvin 
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Blick. One could put it differently by saying that the book is 


concerned with the emancipation of the serfs and the emancipation 
of women, and suggests that neither of these has been, or seems 
likely to be, achieved in the way that was hoped by the generation 
of Liberal thinkers who are discussed in Against Dryness, the people 
before the Welfare State, which is criticized by Miss Murdoch for 
‘removing certain incentives to thinking’ the people who are 
represented in this book by Rosa Keepe’s dead mother, militant 
socialist and suffragette. 

These concepts are mentioned in these terms during the brilliant- 
ly funny scene at the meeting of the Artemis shareholders, where 
Calvin Blick’s attempt to buy the periodical for Mischa Fox is 
foiled by the arrival of the elderly suffragette shareholders, sum- 
moned through Rosa’s appeal to Mrs Camilla Wingfield (also 
symbolically named?). During this scene the following inter- 
change takes place. An old lady says: 


“Why the very fact that “female emancipation” still has meaning for us 
proves that it has not yet been achieved.’ Calvin . . . said suddenly, 
“Would you agree, madam, that the fact that the phrase “emancipation 
of the serfs” is significant, proves that the serfs are not yet emancipated?’ 
There was an embarrassed silence. “Who is that?’ asked the woman with 
the hearing aid, ‘Is it Mr Fox?” 


The irony of this, of course, is that neither has been achieved, a 
fact of which Calvin is likely to be sufficiently aware, although he 
muddles his interlocutor. 

I shall consider, first, the emancipation of the serfs. The social 
scene in the book is dominated by the figure of Mischa Fox, who 
has certain things in common with Hugo Belfounder; he is, like 
him, a refugee from a mid-European country, like him a capitalist 
and very rich, like him in some ways curiously gentle and sensitive 
about inflicting pain. (Hugo was a pacifist; Mischa is said to weep 
over what he reads in the newspapers.) But Mischa, to a much 
greater degree than Hugo, is seen, involuntarily or voluntarily, 
through Calvin or alone, to exercise an enslaving power, to wield 
a machine which can automatically, in destroying the ‘dark’ power 
of Stefan Lusiewicz, destroy, much more completely, the innocent 
and. bewildered Nina. 

There are two social organizations in the book; the factory, 
where Rosa works, and the offices of SELIB where John Rain- 
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borough works. I have already mentioned Rosa’s reasons for mov- 
ing from the ‘spiritual’ occupation of school-teaching to the factory; 
her brother, Hunter’s, explanation is that it is for what would have 
been her mother’s reason, to be in touch with the People, but her 
own explanation is that she wants to make of work something 
‘simple, hygienic, stream-lined, unpretentious and dull’? Rain- 
borough, an opposite case, has left the Civil Service for SELIB in 
a moment of ‘divine discontent’ at his own uselessness, and now 
regrets it; both are now confronted by something they don’t 
understand or see the function of. In both cases we are again con- 
fronted by the problem of the half-contemplative in a hurried, 
mechanical, technical and somehow inimical society. 

But if they do not understand their world, there are others who 
do. In the factory there are the Lusiewicz brothers who graduate 
out of ‘the enslaved group of machine-minders to which Rosa still 
belonged’ into ‘the comparative freedom of the technical staff’.4 
In SELIB there is a horde of Amazons, virgin huntresses, headed 
by Miss Casement, Rainborough’s typist, who are promoted often 
and mysteriously, without the knowledge of their immediate 
superiors, and are said to be taking charge of the organization. 
Both the Lusiewicz brothers and Miss Casement are initially sub- 
ordinate to, and in the case of the Lusiewicz brothers, enchanted by, 
Rosa and Rainborough; both as they gain social power, gain 
sexual power and personal destructive power. Both, in the end, 
uproot their prey from their jobs. These serfs, then, liberate them- 
selves by preying on others, and by understanding how to use Jake 
Donaghue’s ‘deadly’ and meaningless work. 

But there are those who do not understand, and are perpetual 
serfs; particularly Nina, the dressmaker, who is crushed, as it were, 
under the pyramid of everyone else’s aspirations and desires and 
selfishnesses, but also the recurrent henchmen—Miss Foy, shape- 
less, grey and wrinkled, not a virgin, Miss Casement’s own perse- 
cuted typist, even Calvin Blick, who observes “Mischa did kill me, 
long ago’. It is the social working of Até, described by Max 
Lejour in The Unicorn, a book whose themes are not so far removed 
from this, and which shares with it the dominant image of the 
hunt, and killing of animals and fish, as ‘the almost automatic 
transfer of suffering from one being to another. Power is a form 
of Até. The victims of power, and any power has its victims, are 
themselves infected. They have then to pass it on, to use power on 
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others. .. .’® This is a recurrent idea in Miss Murdoch’s work, and 
we shall meet it again. 

It is also prominent in the writings of Simone Weil, by whose 
work Miss Murdoch says she has been ‘much affected and instructed’, 
and whose thought is discussed more fully in connection with The 
Unicorn. Simone Weil instances the way in which, if a hen is 
wounded, all other hens will automatically attack it, as an example 
of this automatic transfer and remarks: 


La nature charnelle de ’homme lui est commune avec l’animal. Les 
poules se précipitent 4 coup de bec sur une poule blessée. C’est un phéno- 
méne aussi mécanique que la pesanteur. 


She continues, with a remark of great insight, which illuminates 
Miss Murdoch’s conception of the character of Nina, her place in 
the social pattern and the attitudes of the other characters to her. 


Tout le mépris, toute la répulsion, toute la haine que notre raison attache 
au crime, notre sensibilité l’attache au malheur. Excepté ceux dont le 
Christ occupe tout l’4me, tout le monde méprise plus ou moins les 
malheureux, quoique presque personne n’en ait conscience.® 


There are several characters in the book who are described as 
refugees: the Lusiewicz brothers and Nina, obviously, but also, 
significantly, Mischa himself, and Annette, the stateless, who calls 
herself a refugee. The arbitrary nature of social freedom or enslave- 
ment is represented by the FPE line—a line drawn through Europe, 
from the East of which immigration under the SELIB scheme is 
illegal. Of this line, Hunter Keepe observes ‘It would be a sad thing 
for a man to have his fate decided by where he was born. He didn’t 
choose where he was born.” This echoes the thought of the first 
paragraph of the book, where Annette, thinking of the passage 
in the Inferno where the Minotaur “bounded to and fro in pain and 
frustration’ sets the theme immediately by thinking 


Why should the poor Minotaur be suffering in hell? It was not the 
Minotaur’s fault that it had been born a monster. It was God’s fault.8 


One of the statements of the book is precisely this; that there are 
monsters, that a man’s fate is decided, among other things, by 
where he is born; there is Nina’s suicide to prove it. 

The FPE line is the weapon that Hunter contemplates using, and 
Mischa does use, to rid Rosa of the Lusiewicz brothers. It does this, 
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but it also, as the use of power does, destroys Nina accidentally in 
the process. Nina is completely without freedom. She is dependent 
upon Mischa for her livelihood, and is used by him for purposes 
she knows nothing of. Once she loved him, but now she plans an 
escape to Australia (where she would live a life of openness and 
gaiety, respected as a worker and loved as a woman’.? 

She makes Annette feel automatically that she is a henchman; 
Annette wants to make of her ‘some superior sort of lady’s maid’, 
and she subserves Annette’s freedom, making her clothes. 


There was no feeling Annette liked so much as the feeling that someone 
else was making or doing something for her the fruit of which she would 
soon enjoy. This feeling was perhaps for her the essence of freedom. (My 
italics.)10 


Nina is stateless, her passport was issued by a Foreign Office 


which has disappeared from the face of the earth. 


She was without identity in a world where to be without identity is 
the first and most universal of crimes, the crime which, whatever else it 
may overlook, every State punishes. 


At the moment of her suicide, which takes place because she cannot 
by nature or in her position know that in fact the SELIB edict 
would be waived in her case—and, importantly, because Rosa has 
neglected to explain this to her—she carries the whole weight, the 
absolute limitation of the ‘senseless blackness’. She feels that if it 
was black and senseless for Christ, it was so for her; if not for him, 
then not for her. ‘For an instant she felt the terrible weight of a 
God depending on her will. It was too heavy. . . .’ 

She is related to, and illuminates, I think, the more complex 
figure of Ann in An Unofficial Rose (and also Penn, the Australian, 
whose dream of the free spaces is destroyed in this country). Both 
are innocent, suffer for others’ use or misuse of power, are believing 
Christians, and feel themselves ‘shapeless and awkward’. But 
whereas Ann has a natural power, and a natural beauty, although 
faded, Nina has been rendered entirely artificial; she has dyed hair, 
and is seen as a ‘small artificial animal’. 

Nina, I think, is also related to Hannah Crean-Smith, the central 
figure of The Unicorn. Both suffer, and are, more or less, innocent 
victims of power—but whereas Hannah makes a conscious attempt 
to come to terms with the spiritual meaning of suffering, Nina is, 
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one feels, Miss Murdoch’s attempt to portray the social effects of 
Simone Weil’s concept of ‘malheur’ or affliction; she has her 
moment of apprehension of the spiritual facts involved in her 
suffering at the moment of her death, but she belongs rather with 
the afflicted—the slaves, refugees, uprooted, despised—studied by 
Simone Weil, than with Simone Weil’s own spiritual search. 
One could see the other characters’ sense of her as a “small artificial 
animal’ as a recognition of the effects of affliction described in the 
following quotation: 


Si le mécanisme n’était pas aveugle, il n’y aurait pas du tout de malheur. 
Le malheur est avant tout anonyme, il prive ceux qu'il prend de leur 
personnalité et en fait des choses. Il est indifférent, et c’est le froid de 
cette indifference, un froid métallique, qui glace jusqu’au fond méme 
de l’Ame tous ceux qu’il touche. Ils ne retrouveront jamais plus la chaleur. 
Ils ne croiront jamais qu’ils sont quelqu’un.'8 


Simone Weil’s book, L’ Enracinement, is a study of the need of the 
community to provide a place for people to live and be someone, 
to have roots and not to be anonymous. (It is concerned precisely 
with the re-establishment of France after the war.) 

Nina is Miss Murdoch’s extreme example of the uprooted. 
As Simone Weil said, defining ‘le malheur’: 


Le facteur social est essentiel. Il n’y a pas vraiment malheur 18 ot il n’y a 
pas sous une forme quelconque déchéance sociale ou appréhension 
dune telle déchéance. 


And many of Simone Weil’s examples of affliction are drawn from 
her sense of the suffering of refugees, people suddenly deprived of 
home, family, identity, self-respect, as well as food, and the effect of 
this on them. 

Nina’s dream, in which she is running through a dark wood with 
her sewing-machine, which first produces an endless stream of 
cloth, and then turns to savage, with its steel jaws, both it and her, 
symbolizes the way in which Nina is seen as a victim in two ways. 
The winding sheet is finally found to be ‘a map of all the countries 
of the world’—in all of which she is stateless. And the sewing- 
machine monster, impressive in itself, is even more impressive 
when seen as one of a series of incomprehensible machines which 
are a means of enslavement. There is Rosa’s machine, Kitty, whose 
song she can never make out; there is the camera and developing 
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machinery in a room like a torture chamber in the basement of 
Mischa’s house, with which Calvin blackmails and terrorizes the 
other natural victim of the book, Hunter; there is the red M.G. 
with which Miss Casement finally traps Rainborough into an 
engagement. Nina.is killed by a world in which frontiers and 
machinery, man-made things, have become incomprehensible, 
out of hand, and destroy or render savage those who have to do 
with them. 

Nina is balanced by the Lusiewicz brothers, who have brought 
their old mother, their ‘earth’, with them, but dance wildly round 
her, singing Gaudeamus igitur (they are aggressively on one side in 
the youth/age battle, too) and declaring that they will ‘set fires in 
her hair’. Their village has been burned by Hitler; at the end Stefan 
declares that he has buried his mother in the garden, like an old 
sack. They have a dangerous, rootless freedom; their statelessness 
is that of the outlaw; only the same kind of rootless power in 
Mischa Fox can dispose of them. 

Nina is also balanced by Annette, who, if we leave Mischa out of 
question for the moment, completes the picture of the refugees. 
She is eternally young, and represents the bright side of the 
Gaudeamus theme. She is what Mischa would call the perpetual 
virgin, although technically she is not one. Her statelessness is a 
freedom, not an enslavement; she goes from state to state in trains, 
occasionally wishing to get off and lie down in the grass, or enter 
little strange hotels, but moving and admiring all the time. She 
is—and this is important in this book—physically unmarkable; 
at the beginning Rosa tells her that she is ‘like a little fish . . . com- 
pletely smooth’, and, whereas Rosa is marked by her vaccination, 
and Mrs Wingfield by having chained herself to railings as a suffra- 
gette, Annette, although temporarily encased in plaster after being 
knocked downstairs by Rosa, recovers without a scar. She is, to 
balance Nina, comically incapable of committing suicide, taking 
milk of magnesia instead of luminal tablets, when she stages her 
farewell to the world—significantly with gin and an audience. 

Before, however, leaving the social enslavements for the per- 
sonal, it is worth mentioning the one character who is in this sense 
neither slave nor master—Peter Saward, the scholar, of whom 
Hunter says that he is almost a saint and Rainborough comments 
‘He’s a good man, but he’d be the first to tell you not to mistake 
a scholar for a true ascetic.’ 
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Peter Saward is a fairly successful half-contemplative, we could 
perhaps say. He is in love with Rosa, and engaged in a fruitless 
attempt to decipher a Kastanic script, which he finds at the end of 
the book to have been wasted labour when a bilingual stone is 
found. But in spite of these two hopeless passions he is a detached 
man. He is sick of an ‘advanced but quiescent tuberculosis’, and he 
provides a place of rest for Mischa outside the action, to fulfil his 
need to pursue his past, to explain his cruelty in terms of his pity. 
He is, concerned with death as he is, capable of that death of the 
self which Miss Murdoch values as a part of virtue; he does not 
pass the suffering on. He has qualities which become more central 
in terms of Ann in An Unofficial Rose, and Hannah in The Unicorn. 

Of him Rainborough thinks that he has forgone the male ‘right’ 
to ‘a certain brutality, a certain insensibility’. “Here was a personal- 
ity without frontiers. Saward did not defend himself by placing 
others. He did not defend himself.’14 He has, that is, the passive 
freedom of being ‘without frontiers’; he does not set up barriers 
between himself and the reality of other people by, as Jake 
Donaghue did, ‘placing’ them, and he is trained, as a historian, to 
look for truth. 

To Rosa he represents ‘the sweetness of sanity and work, the 
gentleness of those whose ambitions are innocent, and the vulnera- 
bility of those who are incapable of contempt’. But, although 
Mischa respects and honours him, he is a point of rest outside the 
action—like Max Lejour, Miss Murdoch’s other half-contemplative 
scholar, he can partly afford to be because he is dying. The violence 
at Mischa’s party takes place after he has left, and Rosa cannot turn 
to him in her trouble, because, in his innocence, “he would be un- 
able to conceive of such a character as Stefan Lusiewicz’. 

But Stefan and Stefan’s world necessarily exist, and so, in the 
same way, does the violence unleashed by Mischa’s action to protect 
Rosa. Peter is part of the picture, not an ideal. In work, as in 
personal relations, he is detached from the world of action; if he 
represents the ‘sweetness of sanity and work’ there is no guarantee- 
ing that his work will bear fruit, and he too is subjected to the 
scholar’s special form of enchantment, he ‘had become the victim 
. .. of an absurd obsession’ in the deciphering of the script. 

It is worth noting, in the case of Peter’s obsession, that the script 
is an Eastern script, and the East, in this book, represents the mys- 
tery which lies behind the civilization and the barbaric elements of 
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a Europe, mechanized, uprooted, overrun by Hitler. Mischa seems 
to Peter to be able to read it, and Mischa predicts the finding of the 
bilingual. 


As he looked down at the writing, with his brown eye visible, and his 
sallow, hawk-like facé, he seemed suddenly to Saward to be the very 
spirit of the Orient, that Orient which lay beyond the Greeks, barbarous 
and feral, Egypt, Assyria, Babylon.16 


He bears, in this manifestation, a relation to Honor Klein, of A 
Severed Head, who is also preoccupied with the East, and reveals to 
the hero the ‘barbarous and feral’ elements of his own nature, 
which are the aspects of truth he is ignoring. 

When we come to the personal enslavements in the book, the 
two characters whose fates are really at issue are again Rosa and 
Rainborough, and these are worth discussing at length. They are 
set, in their humanity, between the world of Mischa Fox, with its 
mystery and barbarism, which has at its service the mechanical 
power and inhuman efficiency of Calvin Blick, and the ideal world 
of the Cockeyne family of which I shall write later. The forces 
which act upon them in the sex war are the Lusiewicz brothers and 
Miss Casement, who might be described as sub-enchanters. 

Both Rosa and Rainborough are inheritors of the Liberal tradi- 
tion of a world which seems to have died, and whose concepts of 
freedom and individuality seem to have lost power. At the begin- 
ning of the book we find Rosa in a faithless state which in many 
ways parallels that of Jake Donaghue. “She had ceased to imagine 
that her life would ever consist of anything buta series of interludes’; 
she had tried to be a journalist, “but had never recovered from the 
gloom and cynicism’ which she brought to the trade. “Where 
beauty and goodness were concerned, Rosa, had, of course, no 
particular expectations from her new life’.1” 

Rainborough is in a similar state; the hospital (another social 
force) is to encroach on his garden to the extent of destroying the 
grey stone wall on which grows the wistaria to which are attached 
both his childhood and ‘all his deepest thoughts’, the classic 
Romantic experience in which, contemplating the wistaria, he 
found ‘the outer world had disappeared altogether, mingled with 
thought and transformed into an inner substance’.4* But this is 
finally uprooted in a symbolic scene where Miss Casement, ‘like 
Clytaemnestra’, wields the axe which destroys the tree, and 
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immediately afterwards, leads Rainborough away, captive, in her 
red M.G. 

Rainborough’s morals have the ad hoc solipsism of the liberal 
thinkers criticized by Miss Murdoch in Against Dryness. 


In moral matters, as in intellectual matters Rainborough took the view 
that to be mature was to realize that most human effort inevitably ends 
in mediocrity and that all our admirations lead us at last to the dreary 
knowledge that, such as we are, we ourselves represent the elite.1® 


There is some truth in this view, but like Rosa’s it excludes beauty 
and goodness, and Miss Murdoch herself has warned us in another 
context against “doctrines of necessity which show us (with pro- 
fessions of regret) the eminently desirable, the good, as being, alas 
the impossible’.2° And this view makes him peculiarly vulnerable 
to the attacks of Miss Casement, whose mediocrity is aggressive 
and predatory. 

It is significant that in the moment after the statement of this 
view of Rainborough’s, he is described as having a moment of 
joy in the contemplation of some ants and a snail in his flower 
garden. He felt “how little I know, and how little it is possible to 
know; and with this thought he experienced a moment of joy’. 
This moment of joy in mystery is associated with the arrival of 
Annette in his garden, and it is Annette, encased in plaster, who 
supervises the destruction of his wall, later on, when he has refused 
her appeal for help, in order to go off with Miss Casement. 

Both Rosa and Rainborough are released from the power of 
their immediate enchanters by the power of greater enchanters; 
Mischa Fox and Marcia Cockeyne. Both are guilty of ‘attacks’ 
on Annette—Rainborough’s a sexual attack, after which he traps 
her in a cupboard, whilst speaking to Mischa, Rosa’s the outcome 
of rage at her attempt to attract Mischa. Annette is a sort of life- 
force, and although she cannot change Mischa, or, as Calvin who 
releases her from her plaster, puts it, ‘liberate another soul from 
captivity’, and although it is wrong in both Rosa and Rainborough 
to take no account of her moments of grief and bewilderment, she 
is not damaged. Of his clumsy attempt to grab her, Rainborough 
thinks in terms of the fish image: 


It was like hunting fish with an underwater gun... . At one moment, 
there is the fish, graceful, mysterious, desirable and free—and the next 
moment there is nothing but struggling and blood and confusion. If only, 
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he thought, it were possible to combine the joys of contemplation and 
possession.?2 


This image of the impossibility of combining the joys of con- 
templation and possession, of respecting the mysterious ‘freedom’ 
of the other individual and not damaging or enslaving him or 
her, applies to all the relationships in the book; love and violence 
are closely interwoven, except in Peter Saward, coming to a 
culmination in Mischa, who can say ‘I love all creatures’ and 
mean it, but has been constrained to kill them for ‘pity’. But 
Annette comes from a world to which this does not apply, and 
returns to it. 

At Mischa’s party, Rainborough apologizes to Annette for his 
grab, in these terms: 


... life has a great many random elements. One of the results of this is 
that there are a great many ways in which we can hurt and startle other 
people, to whom we wish only good. For beings like us, patience and 
tolerance are not virtues but necessities.22 


Annette, characteristically, replies “When I am patient, I'll be 
dead.’ But this remark of Rainborough’s, pompous though it is, 
touches a problem which Miss Murdoch raises again and again— 
the effect on a man’s life and his freedom of seemingly random 
actions, moments of lack of insight at times when insight could 
hardly be expected of us, impulses which seem rationally to lead 
to no harm, and yet damage others. Michael’s relationship with 
Toby—also ‘young’ in Miss Murdoch’s sense—in The Bell, is such 
a random element, composed of Devon cider and good weather, 
at least on the surface. It is not, however, Rainborough whose 
involuntary weakness really damages others, but Rosa. And Rosa’s 
freedom is, in the last resort, conditioned by these random elements; 
Mischa can free her of Stefan, but not of what she has done, 
inadvertently, to Nina. 

It is significant that at moments of crisis for Rosa she is seen in 
the company of two people—Nina and Miss Foy, both of them 
innocent and subjugated—rather as Ann, in An Unofficial Rose sees 
Penn, another innocent sufferer, at moments of decision. Nina sees 
Rosa as someone who will help and understand, but is constantly 
frustrated by Rosa’s involvement in her relationship with Mischa— 
first by the sight of the invitation to Mischa’s party, and then by the 
fact that Rosa, when Nina comes with her final appeal for help to 
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escape Mischa, is herself on her way to ask Mischa to rid her of 
Stefan. 

Miss Foy appears as the bringer of a cake containing West 
Country cider, a gesture of normal human friendly contact that 
seems to come from a dead world. 


When I was a child my mother used to make cakes and send me out 
with them as presents to the neighbours. And the neighbours would give 
us presents too, and not only at Christmas time. Such a nice custom. In 
the towns nowadays you don’t find it at all. But I’m told that on the 
Continent people still do that kind of thing. Perhaps [to Nina] in—er— 
your country, Miss er—.?4 


But Rosa ignores this gesture in her distress over Jan Lusiewicz’s 
first appearance in her house and Mischa’s invitation. 

In the scene where Nina’s final appeal to Rosa is ignored, she 
sees both of them again, and sees Nina as ‘something . . . which 
seemed for a moment like her own shadow’. Later when she sees 
Mischa, she sees that she resembles him, too. 


‘How strange,’ said Rosa, ‘I never noticed before that we resembled 
each other.’ ‘It is an illusion of lovers,’ said Mischa.”4 


That is, to state what is by now perhaps obvious, Rosa, in many 
ways the norm of the novel, contains in her nature elements of 
both victim and predator, enchanted and enchanter (consider her 
behaviour to Peter Saward, her initial feeling of pleasurable if 
frightening power over the Lusiewiczs). And the element of 
ruthlessness in her entails the destruction not only of Nina, but 
of Hunter, who resembles Nina and is reduced to a state of mys- 
terious illness by his feelings of guilt and despair over the action 
he has not in fact taken, and is not in fact able to take, over Stefan. 
The terms in which he is described recall the description of Nina; 
‘he was an animal whose protection was not teeth but flight and 
camouflage’. And weighing the evil that Stefan in the house might 
do to Rosa, and the evil that might result for a lot of innocent 
people if he invokes the FPE line against Stefan, he feels “hemmed 
in by evil’. 

The brother and sister relationship is used here, as in other places 
in Miss Murdoch’s work, as a symbol of some tie or understanding 
deeper than normal human contact. Annette is in Jan Lusiewicz’s 
power because he threatens, quite at random, to kill her brother. 
Peter Saward, detached from life, preserves the photograph of his 
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dead sister.* And Rosa at the beginning feels ‘obscenely near’ to 
Hunter. ‘For him she had no exterior’ which suggests an openness 
to other people, or another person, akin to Peter Saward’s personal- 
ity without frontiers. Rosa is afraid of her nearness to Hunter. 
‘One’s closeness to oneself. . . is made tolerable by the fact that one 
can alter oneself, the structure is alive. But for this other proximity 
there was no remedy.’ And, for Rosa’senchantment, Hunter suffers, 

Nina, Hunter and Miss Foy, then, are all in their different ways 
aspects of that transcendent reality that prevents Rosa from be- 
having as though she were Stuart Hampshire’s ‘lonely, self- 
contained individual’. She is not, and this is made clear to her in the 
scene where Calvin Blick persuades her to return from Mischa’s 
house in Italy by showing her, first the photograph of herself in 
the arms of the Lusiewiczs with which he has blackmailed Hunter, 
and then the report of Nina’s suicide. Rosa cannot enter Mischa’s 
world, and returns to Peter Saward, whose world she cannot enter 
either. 

She is decided by Calvin’s emphasis that “Someone ought to have 
explained things to (Nina)... . As it was, she was just an incidental 
casualty.’ Calvin then tells her 


You will never know the truth, and you will read the signs in accordance 
with your own deepest wishes. That is what we humans always have to 
do. Reality is a cipher with many solutions, all of them right ones.?6 


This is clearly not what Miss Murdoch thinks; it is indeed directly 
opposed to it. In Miss Murdoch’s thought it is meaningful to say 
that there is a truth, a transcendent reality, and therefore all the 
solutions are not right. Rosa’s return to London is surely an ack- 
nowledgment of this. On her return, Hunter recovers completely. 
And Rosa, recognizing her own degree of freedom, her own 
personal involvement in and responsibility for a world of other 
individuals, is freed of the enchantment, the fantasy, the illusion, 
that she is subject to Mischa’s will entirely. 

Leaving Mischa, and Calvin, looking at Mischa with ‘a tender 
predatory expression’, Rosa tells him: 


‘T always felt that whether I went towards him or away from him, I was 
only doing his will. But it was all an illusion.’ “Who knows,’ said Calvin, 
‘perhaps it is only now that it would be an illusion.’2? 


* As Max Lejour, here again a similar case, preserves the photograph of his 


dead wife. 
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And this might be described as a freeing from the Romantic myth 
of necessity, which Miss Murdoch so mistrusts, for a return to a 
world of ‘a spread out substantial picture of the manifold virtues 
of man and society’,?® which is a part of a reality which, if we 
cannot ever completely comprehend it, certainly has not ‘many’ 
‘right’ solutions. And here, perhaps, tentatively, we may connect 
Calvin’s name with a belief in necessary damnation. 

Rainborough’s fate parallels Rosa’s in that he is released from an 
interim enchantment by an enchanter, in this case a female one, 
Annette’s mother, Marcia Cockeyne, and taken from the solid 
world of office and hospital wall to the warmth and mystery of the 
south. The counter-spell consists of his being made to recite the 
nastiest thing he can think of about Miss Casement—her persecution 
of the little typist—and the working on him of the female presence 
of Marcia. As far as we see, he does not return; the last we see of 
him is that “A great wind was blowing through him. . . . He was 
empty. 29 His moments of wisdom are the perception of flowers, 
or insects, or the life in Annette or the wistaria; he is not, like Rosa, 
someone involved willy-nilly in personal relations, which make 
claims whatever we consciously choose, and therefore it is perhaps 
right that he should be allowed a complete flight into the sun. 
But it is necessary to digress a little at this stage to discuss the 
Cockeyne family. 

Marcia, it seems at least to me, represents something in Miss 
Murdoch’s thought which is perhaps best compared with the 
Tintoretto painting of Susannah in An Unofficial Rose—Hugh’s 
golden dream of another world’—or with Anna’s song. She is not 
a ‘natural’ woman, who ages, like Anna, or Rosa here, or Ann. 
Nor is she artificial, in the sense in which Magdalen, with her 
perms and dyed hair, or Miss Casement with her powder, petti- 
coats, lipstick-tipped cigarettes and perm are in this book. She is 
a woman who is a work of art and represents a permanent force 
of beauty—Platonic beauty—in the world; celestial Venus, as 
opposed to the earthly Venus perhaps best instanced by Lindsay 
Rimmer in An Unofficial Rose, who is specifically referred to as 
Venus Anadyomene. It is significant that Hunter, in his delirium, 
recognizes her presence as that of a ‘film star’. In Under the Net Jake 
thought of the film star as indistinguishably similar to all women, 
a sort of refined essence of the female. 

Marcia, like Mischa, has a mystery of foreignness: 
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After the harsh sweetness which emanated from Miss Casement and Miss 
Perkins, the scent of Marcia was of a celestial subtlety. . . . Sandalwood 
perhaps. . . . It occurred to Rainborough suddenly that the whole 
extraordinary ensemble of powder, perfume and paint which gave so 
artificial a surface to Miss Casement, lay upon Marcia as a natural bloom. 
She was an exotic flower, like flowers which Rainborough had seen in 
southern countries, which were hardly flowers at all, and yet were un- 
doubtedly products of nature. Rainborough’s norm was still the wild 
rose, although he no longer even desired these simple blossoms.®° 


Here again the comparison with An Unofficial Rose obtrudes itself, 
and the comparison with Ann, coupled with the fact that Rain- 
borough loves Rosa, suggests a reason for Rosa’s name. 

It is Marcia and her husband, in a description which surely 
deliberately invites comparison with the description of the relation 
between art, contemplation, love and possession in the Ode to a 
Grecian Urn, who provide the antithesis to the pursuit of the fish 
which inevitably ends in struggling and blood. This, we are to 
suppose, is love; but compared with the complexity of the relations 
of the other characters, it is precisely two-dimensional, perhaps 
deliberately, and seems imposed, in a not quite satisfactory way, 
upon the book as a novel. However, everything is here, mystery, 
pursuit, flight. 


He still hoped . . . that he might read his answers in her eyes. Somewhere 
deep within, a light shone which could reassure him forever. But this 
reassurance was something which, deliberately or not, Marcia had always 
withheld from him. . . . So she escaped him, always evading the point of 
rest and contemplation towards which he always wished to draw her; 
and when at times he caught her head, violent almost with hunger for 
her gaze, she would move restlessly, tossing her hair, twisting her body, 
and turning away her eyes like an animal.*! 


In this scene we have our last glimpse of Annette, vitality complete- 
ly restored, ‘looking at the world’, having made a recovery from 
her contact with the muddle and enslavement of human relations 
comparable to that of Toby in The Bell. The fourth member of the 
family is the unseen Nicholas, who has followed Grahame and 
christened his parents ‘the Olympians’—a reference which is to 
become more ambiguous in the later books, where to be ‘Olympian’ 
is to lack a proper respect for the contingency of things, to make 


myths. 
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Of Nicholas we know three things; he indulges in abstract 
philosophy, he lives in Paris, and he writes, when Annette needs 
help, to announce that he has joined the Communist Party and is 
interested in chess. He writes ‘It is necessary, dearest Sis, to have 
been a Liberal’®?; whereas it is clear from Against Dryness that Miss 
Murdoch thinks that we must return from the totalitarian myth of 
Marxism to a deepening of the Liberal idea of freedom, and a more 
complex Liberal theory of personality. Thus Nicholas is connected 
with the young Sartre, with an abstract and youthful world of 
pure thought and pure enthusiasm, ideals which seem impossible 
of achievement, or irrelevant when seen in the context of the 
human muddle of Rosa’s world. Nicholas, like his mother, like 
his sister, like the relation between his mother and his father, lives 
in an ideal world where the savagery of Jan and Stefan, the real evil 
(which we have lost the sense of, Miss Murdoch says) brought 
about by Mischa, Rosa’s openness to these, the bluntly thwarting 
nature of the mixture of cruelty in love, are not admitted. They 
are from a world where ‘circles and melodies retain their pure and 
rigid contours’. It is perhaps proper that they should provide a 
retreat for Rainborough, the Romantic. 

In Against Dryness Miss Murdoch speaks of ‘the dream necessity 
of romanticism’ and says 


This ‘dryness’ (smallness, clearness, self-containedness) is a nemesis of 
romanticism. Indeed it is Romanticism in a later phase. 


I have said that Rainborough is left feeling empty, a wind blowing 
through him; this state parallels that of Randall, in An Unofficial 
Rose, another romantic who engages in a search for the nemesis of 
Romanticism. Randall is clearly “dry’ and to be felt to be avoiding 
a reality he should admit and encounter to be really free. The same 
is not true of Rainborough—the whole idea of his fate and the 
presentation of it are lighter and more playful—nevertheless, I 
would tentatively suggest, he has, symbolically (and what a ‘pure, 
clear, self-contained symbol’ it is), accepted the consolation of art, 
which Miss Murdoch says is art’s ‘temptation’. 

(I am by no means sure that I am not here criticizing Miss 
Murdoch in her own terms, rather than discovering her intention. 
It may be that Marcia is meant to have the permanent value of the 
pictures Dora sees in the National Gallery; or that it is here a 
positive value that Annette has as eternal youth, and not one of 
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crystalline consolation—although it is tempting to see her collection 
of jewels as the ‘crystals’ with which fantasy-myth operates. 
Nicholas’s abstractions may be set against Annette rather than with 
her; I still find the concept of Annette, unlike Toby in The Bell, 
one that faintly cheats, or avoids an issue.) 

Finally, we must consider the character of Mischa Fox himself, 
who is the spirit of the world where people age and are marked, 
suffer and are destroyed. Critics have generally seemed to find him 
rather a negative presence, an absence without an identity, and to 
have disliked him on these grounds. I think this is unfair, partly 
because he is to a certain extent meant to have this negative quality 
—he says to Annette ‘I am not famous for anything in particular, 
I am just famous’*°—and partly because the qualities in him that 
make him the enchanter are carefully mapped out. 

The important thing about him is that he wields power. Michael 
in The Bell ‘had always held the view that the good man is without 
power...’ and ‘felt himself compelled to remain in a region where 
power was evil and where he could not honourably find the means 
to strip himself of it completely’.°* Calvin does most of Mischa’s 
evil work, and the extent of Mischa’s complicity in his evil is 
never certain, but the responsibility is there—paralleling perhaps 
Rosa’s lack of knowledge about Nina’s condition, for which she is 
nevertheless partially responsible. 

For power exists and is there to be wielded, and, as Miss Murdoch 
says of political action, ‘always falls into corruption’. Peter Saward 
thinks of Mischa ‘how strangely close to each other in this man 
lay the springs of cruelty and of pity’ and his power is seen as an 
inextricable combination of these. He asks Saward 


Do you ever feel as if everything in the world needed your—protection? 
It is a terrible feeling. Everything—even this matchbox.” 


Saward says no, and means it, but for Mischa, who is intolerably 
conscious of suffering and weakness in things, the protective im- 
pulse is transformed into a necessity to kill. He killed a kitten in 


his childhood. 


That was the only way to help it, to save it. So it is. If the gods kill us, 
it is not for their sport, but because we fill them with a sort of intolerable 
compassion, a sort of nausea.*8 


He sees Nina, we could thus argue, as she sees herself at the moment 
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of her death, intolerably oppressed by the senseless blackness, 
better dead. 

He is, as power is, very lonely—he is seen twice at the edge of the 
sea, of which Annette is aware that he is terrified. He is seen against 
a world where there has been the cataclysmic suffering and vio- 
lence of the war (Hitler, mentioned only a few times, is a real 
presence in this book) and where love, human friendship, human 
contact, seem to be dead or dying. And he is aware of this. 

Two things emphasize this. The first, the contrast of the 
Lusiewiczs’ deliberate rejection of their childhood and roots with 
Mischa’s attitude to his own childhood, which, in the form of 
photographs, he ‘keeps’ with Peter Saward. Peter was certain 


that the pursuit here, of exactness and completeness was for him a 
terrible necessity.%9 


This childhood seems to be both innocence and, since we have the 
reminiscences of killing kittens and chickens and the weeping fish, 
the truth, the origins of his present power and its operations, at 
whose mercy he himself seems to be, as well as everyone else. 

The other is the striking image of hands. Throughout the book 
one character attempts to ‘imprison’ another’s hand (Rainborough 
and Annette, Mischa and Nina); this is connected with the image 
of helpless animals. Annette, after her suicide attempt, sees her 
hand as a dying animal she has killed without its permission. Peter 
sees Mischa’s hand ‘like some small and helpless creature’. Rosa 
feels the steel of her machine through the flesh of Jan’s hand; an 
early image for the unease he generates before we are told why. 
Rosa at the end allows Calvin Blick to ‘capture’ her hand, but will 
not let him kiss it; Rainborough burns his on Miss Casement’s 
stockings. There is a sense that the hand—which is what reaches 
out from one human being to another in friendship is also in this 
reaching out to be trapped, damaged, tortured. And Mischa’s 
hands are of this kind, too. 

And although he is seen as a rich mystery by the other characters, 
he, perhaps foreshadowing Hannah Crean-Smith in this, lives in a 
dry world. He tells Peter Saward that “The surface of the world 
ought to be covered with dead animals’, and his villa in Italy is not, 
as Rosa had imagined it, a “tropical paradise’ but in a landscape 
of which when Rosa praises it, Mischa says without reproach, 
‘It is a very poor landscape.’ Together Mischa and Rosa study the 
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insects which differ greatly from those which, earlier, Rainborough 
studied in his moment of joy. 


Rosa too looked down and saw that the gravel surface of the terrace was 
covered with living creatures. Ants passed by carrying heavy burdens. 
Poor dried-up beetles walked or staggered on their way. . . . If she were 
to go away, all this would vanish too, and Mischa would be left, haggard 
and staring, in some place unimaginably stripped and denuded. 


Mischa’s world, as I have said, is not a world in which Rosa can 
live. She cannot really belong, in the last resort, to a world which 
can inevitably kill Nina. Mischa’s relations to other individuals are 
either those of pity, or those of destruction; he cannot meet them 
in love. But Rosa is, like Kafka’s K, a character who must ‘persist 
in believing that there is sense in the ordinary business of human 
communication’. She goes back to edit the Artemis, a ‘little inde- 
pendent thing’ which Mischa’s impulse would be to grab (to 
‘protect’ it) and destroy. She is last seen with Peter, contemplating 
the photographs of Mischa’s vanished world of order and innocence. 
‘And here is the cathedral. . .’ 


This book marks an end of Miss Murdoch’s writing of fantasy 
myth of this particular kind. It also marks an end of her attempt 
to present the “complex virtues of man and society’ in a God-like, 
symbolic way; from now on we have smaller canvasses, less 
philosophic patterning, more use of the microcosm of human 
affairs (a school, a religious community) to show us society and 
less attempt to give us, on a large scale, even fantastically, society 
as a whole. 

Of the writer in our society Miss Murdoch has said that he felt 


A sense of the desperate rapidity of change, the responsibility of speech 
in an incomprehensible situation, a feeling of being ‘left out’, obscure 
guilt at the inhumanities of a materialistic society.“ 


In the effect of Mischa on the world of The Flight from the Enchanter 
we are shown, socially and sexually, the ingredients of this ‘incom- 
prehensible situation’. The direction in which Miss Murdoch’s 
thought is leading is clear in the position of Rosa. Under the 
influence of Mischa she has been guilty of not apprehending the 
‘other’, the individual people and their value. Here again, Sartre 
is apposite. 
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The value of the person is detected by Sartre not in any patient study of 
the complexity of human relations, but simply in his experience of the 
pain of defeat and loss . . . [The preciousness of the individual] is appre- 
hended only in the emotional obscurity of a hopeless mourning. “No 
human victory can efface this absolute of suffering.’” 


The knowledge of absolute suffering is what Mischa has, and indeed 
Miss Murdoch uses her image of the hand, of Sartre as well as of 
the world of Mischa. 


The individual is a centre, but a solipsistic centre. He has a dream of 
human companionship, but never the experience. He touches others 
at the fingertips. 


But ordinary morals, which are involved in ‘the complexity of 
human relations’ are what, I would suggest, Rosa must return to 
come to grips with, and Miss Murdoch next turns to study. Miss 
Murdoch writes of Sartre that in Les Chemins de la Liberté he 


by-passes the complexity of the world of ordinary human relations 
which is also the world of ordinary moral virtues. . .. Human life begins. 
But the complexity of the moral virtues, which must return, more 
deeply apprehended perhaps, with the task of ‘going on from there’, 


this we are not shown.44 


We are not shown either how Rosa will ‘go on from there’ 
although it is clear she must. But in the next novel, The Sandcastle, 
things are seen much more in these terms. 


GHA PT ER TV. 


Pte SANDCASTLE 


T has been remarked somewhere that The Sandcastle barely 

escapes being a women’s novelette (or perhaps an expansion of a 
story for a women’s magazine, a slightly higher, because less 
remotely ‘consoling’ form of literature). I do not myself think that 
it does escape it, during considerable passages of the book—a 
failing I would attribute to the character of the artist, Rain 
Carter, who starts off hampered by a name, however symbolic, 
which comes straight from such a novelette. She is, that is, as 
Annette in another sense is, the sort of dream idealization of a 
young woman—beautiful, talented, rich, loving, intelligent—who 
has no right to appear in a ‘solid’ novel of this kind, since she is 
intended to be seen as something more than a symbolic personifica- 
tion of the needs of the protagonist, Mor; she is meant to be a 
person and a force in her own right, in which character, I would 
suggest, ultimately, she fails. 

I would add that the book also suffers from fancifully imposed 
symbolism (the gypsy, the dog, Felicity’s magic ritual) which 
hinder, rather than help, our apprehension of the novel as a ‘real’ 
action, with a ‘real’ meaning. Since I think it is a lesser work than 
its predecessors, or its naturalistic successor, The Bell, 1 propose to 
write much less about it. Nevertheless, to return to our original 
point, the comparison with the woman’s story is helpful, at least 
to explain why Miss Murdoch turned from the highly polished 
complexity and wit (in all senses) of her earlier work, to this 
ordinary story, set in very humdrum and limited surroundings. 

The function of the women’s story is to console. A comparatively 
recent version in women’s magazines of the story in which the girl 
rejects the romantic but basically nasty young man for the dull but 
honest young man from next door is the post-marital story, in 
which the protagonist (usually a woman) is tempted by a past 
lover, or glamorous next-door neighbour, to give up her obliga- 
tions to the husband and children whom she has been finding 
increasingly limiting, exhausting, irritating, for a world of romance 
in which she can be herself, someone loved, important, beautiful. 
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During the story, the romantic world is shown to be either basically 
nasty, or, more subtly, impossible to live in (thoughts of the 
unmade bed recur, perhaps) and a new and glamorous light is 
usually cast on the virtues of husband and children. In the end, 
the protagonist, and the reader, we suppose, return to their washing- 
machines, convinced of the solidity and value of their lives as they 
stand. 

The Sandcastle misses this pattern by a hair’s breadth. It is the 
story of the love of a middle-aged schoolmaster (Bill Mor) with 
a sarcastic wife (Nan) and two adolescent children, for a young and 
beautiful woman painter (Rain Carter) who has been invited to 
the school to paint the portrait of the retiring headmaster, Demoyte. 
At the beginning of the book, Mor is trying to persuade his wife 
to let him accept the invitation, organized by Tim Burke, the 
goldsmith, to become the candidate for the local ‘safe’ Labour seat. 
The rest of the story is simple; Mor decides to give up everything to 
go away with Rain, but is foiled, partly by the actions of his 
children (Felicity goes in for magic rituals; Don, desperate because 
he is being forced into university against his inclinations, and 
because of the knowledge he shares with Felicity of the relations 
between Mor, his wife and Rain, climbs the school tower, as a 
piece of bravado, with another boy, and nearly loses his life), 
partly by Rain’s decision, when Nan reveals at a dinner party 
Mor’s political ambitions which he had kept secret from Rain, to 
leave without him, and to continue her ‘rootless’ life as an artist 
alone. Nan has been rendered uncertain enough to have to reflect 
about her marriage as she has never done before; at the end of the 
book, the family is reconciled, Don, who had run away, has 
returned, Mor is now ready for Don to be apprenticed to Tim 
Burke, and Nan in her turn has accepted both that Felicity shall 
attempt to go to University and that Mor shall pursue his political 
career. There is no suggestion that the difficulties have all been 
replaced with radiant understanding, but some kind of insight 
has clearly been achieved by both partners to the marriage. 

It is easy to see why this particular plot should appeal to Miss 
Murdoch at this stage precisely because of its ordinariness and trite- 
ness. It is, after all, a basic human problem—one of the problems 
of ‘normal human intercouse’, which Miss Murdoch considers we ~ 
neglect at our peril, for abstract studies of the ‘state of man’. 
It contains a problem which is a ‘real moral issue’ and involves 
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‘ordinary moral virtue’, which again, Miss Murdoch feels we 
neglect. It is an attempt to move, as I said earlier, from crystalline 
patterning to the naturalistic description of character; this is partly 
why the symbols seem tacked on. But its assertion that reality is 
more compelling than convulsive attempts to grab a freedom 
which denies the stuff of life comes dangerously close to being only 
a consolatory assertion. This is perhaps because the conflict is 
never made quite real to us. 

The relationship between Mor and his children, on the one hand, 
which should be part of the stuff of his life, is asserted, rather than 
shown, to exist. The moment when he stands in the school court- 
yard and does not know what to say to Donald is a real moment, 
although other later ones are not, but his relationship with Felicity 
is barely sketched. Felicity’s magical activities are no substitute for 
it, nor is the appearance of the gipsy,* associated with Felicity’s 
magic, at the moment when Mor has Rain in his house: these serve 
to cover a lack, in terms of the novel, of something real, solid, in 
which we can believe, and about which we can care. 

And, on the other hand, Mor’s relationship with Rain is too 
flimsy a substitute for an apprehension of people to give us any 
real moral trouble; the adolescent urgency of it is well drawn, but 
we feel its author to be too involved in it, too sure of the real 
power of her heroine’s enchantments, which are again more 
asserted than shown, with constant references to the gamine, the 
boyish quality of her, and descriptions of her clothes of a kind 
which smack again of the romanticism of the women’s magazine, 
rather than giving her being. 

I have elaborated these criticisms because, particularly in the case 
of this book, and that of An Unofficial Rose, to show how its ideas 
on freedom are related and developed is to describe the structure 
of a better book than one actually feels oneself to be reading. 

One feels that it is better and its action more interesting than it 
seems in itself because of Miss Murdoch’s technique of pointing the 
conceptual content of the action by a series of neat and authentic 


* The gipsy, called up by Felicity’s enchantment is, as well as being Felicity’s 
familiar, an image for Rain’s other ‘gipsy’ self, that which endangered her 
relationship with Mor. I had not quite understood this until Miss Murdoch 
pointed it out to me—but I do not think that to understand it disposes of my 
objection to such a symbolic figure appearing as a substitute for Felicity’s relation 
with Mor, or even this apprehension of Rain’s “gipsy’ quality. 
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little commentaries where abstract or philosophical terms would 
naturally be used: Mor’s W.E.A. lecture on freedom, Bledyard’s 
lecture, Everard’s sermon to the school, Bledyard’s private sermon 
to Mor. In the case of The Bell these commentaries are absorbed 
more naturally into an action which has more power to carry 
them; here, Bledyard has too much moral force for the events he 
is set against, and this diminishes him as well as them. 


At the beginning of the book we have Mor involved in an 
apparently loveless marriage, and taking very seriously his responsi- 
bilities to wife and children, to what Nan calls “our marriage’. We 
are told that he has been brought up as a Methodist and ‘believed 
profoundly in complete truthfulness as the basis and condition of 
all virtue’.1 The moral decisions which confront him are the 
decisions about the future of his children, and the decision whether 
to allow himself to become the candidate for the ‘safe’ Labour seat, 
which is seen as a kind of freedom to act, to be himself more fully, 
and of which Nan disapproves. There is a dog, Liffey, who repre- 
sents the same kind of unreflecting, vital force as Mars in Under 
the Net, or the dogs in The Bell or The Unicorn. Liffey, however, 
is dead, and lives only in Felicity’s imagination and in moments of 
contact between Nan and Mor. 


This animal had formed the bond between Nan and Mor which their 
children had been unable to form. Half unconsciously, whenever Mor 
wanted to placate his wife, he said something about Liffey. 


Again the existence of this symbol is a statement, an illustration, 
rather than a living part of the novel, and is, as the symbols in the 
earlier books were not, decorative, rather than a part of the action. 
(Compare Mischa Fox’s fish and beetles.) However, it is a useful 
pointer; a vanished vitality, recalled by the imagination. 

The first definition of ‘freedom’ in the book is Mor’s own, during 
his W.E.A. class, when one of his pupils insists that freedom is a 
virtue. (The tone of pupil and teacher is here exactly caught; 
Miss Murdoch’s arguments and sermons are almost always con- 
vincing. ) 

If by freedom we mean absence of external restraint, then we may call a 
man lucky for being free—but why should we call him good? If on the 
other hand, by freedom we mean self-discipline, which dominates 
selfish desires, then indeed we may call a free man virtuous. But, as we 
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know, this more refined conception of freedom can also play a dangerous 
role in politics. It may be used to justify the tyranny of people who think 
themselves to be the enlightened ones. Whereas the notion of freedom 
which I’m sure Mr Staveley has in mind, the freedom which inspired the 
great Liberal leaders of the last century, is political freedom, the absence 
of tyranny. This is the condition of virtue, and to strive for it is a virtue. 
But it is not in itself a virtue. To call mere absence of restraint or mere 
kicking over the traces and flouting conventions a virtue is to be simply 
romantic.* 


This speech indicates both a right view of freedom, and a particular 
direction in which Mor’s own striving for freedom should profit- 
ably lie; he is engaged in the strife for political freedom, the absence 
of tyranny. Indeed, although it is part of the story that during his 
enchantment his ‘real’ freedom becomes temporarily unimportant 
to him, the book would be better if his political beliefs and actions 
were more firmly established before they faded. 

It is interesting to note that in this book, as in others, Demoyte, 
who is explicitly described as a ‘tyrant’, is made attractive, someone 
who ‘draws love’, whereas the character who most nearly corres- 
ponds to Mor’s definition of freedom as a virtue, Mr Everard, who 
has no selfish desires, who, like Peter Saward, ‘lived in the open, 
with simplicity, seeming to lack altogether the concepts of vanity 
or ambition, weaknesses which he was equally incapable of 
harbouring in himself or of recognizing in others’. is seen as a 
figure of fun, someone who is at a loss as to how to exercise the 
power he holds, someone perhaps, ‘shapeless and awkward’, like 
Ann in An Unofficial Rose. 

When Mor embarks on his relationship with Rain, we have 
repeated the pattern of seemingly insignificant actions leading to 
acts of great moral importance. He goes out with her in her car, 
telephones Nan, automatically lies to her about where he is, and 
is immediately involved—he who believed that truthfulness is the 
basis and condition of all virtue—in a string of lies and deceits. 
His passion grows; he decides, as it seems to him he has the right 
to decide, to go away with Rain; walking with her in London, 
however, he feels that he is ‘damned’. G. S. Fraser has pointed out 
that the episode of the car stuck in the mud, and finally over- 
turned into the river, is a symbol for the intractability of matter, 
of the normal, against which one’s efforts are unavailing, no matter 
how violent. But this applies most deeply to Mor. Rain is seen, by 
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contrast, as a free creature, with the freedom of youth, money, 
and an absorbing talent; she is free in that she can concentrate 
entirely on her painting. It is here that Bledyard and his views, both 
on art and morals, becomes relevant to the argument. 

Bledyard has much in common with Hugo Belfounder, even 
to the fact that both live in clinically simple bedrooms. He believes 
in an objectivity that does not classify, in a vision from which one’s 
own desires and needs and patternings are purged.* 


When confronted with an object which is not a human being, we must 
of course treat it reverently. We must, if we paint it, attempt to show 
what it is like in itself and not treat it as a symbol of our own moods and 
wishes. The great painter the great painter is he who is humble enough 
in the presence of the object to attempt merely to show what the object 
is like. But this merely, in painting, is everything.® 


He believes as an artist that our vision of other human beings is 
corrupted by our need to interpret them by what we are ourselves, 
and that to paint them at all is to lack reverence for God in them. 
He remarks (which may suggest a direction for an explanation of 


why Mor could love Demoyte and not the traditionally virtuous 
Everard) 


We cannot really observe really observe our betters. Vices and peculiari- 
ties are easy to portray. But who can look reverently enough upon 
another human face?é 


Rain Carter feels of him, as Jake feels of Hugo, that what he 
says is ‘so very abstract’ or “some colossal distortion’. But this view 
enables him to criticize Rain’s painting in a way she accepts, when 
he says that it is ‘a series of definitions’ and “does not look mortal’ .77 
And it is his view which, whilst we do not believe Nan when she 
tells Mor that he has ‘no choice’, shows clearly that there are limi- 
tations to Mor’s freedom which he is ignoring in deciding to go 
away with Rain. Bledyard himself is perhaps another of Miss 
Murdoch’s victims of the theory that there should be no theory, 


* In the quotations I have made from Bledyard’s speeches, it might be useful 
to point out that the repetitions of words are a reproduction of Bledyard’s defect 
of speech. 

t That is, it is something, like Roquentin’s song as seen in Under the Net, which 
achieves a conceptual ‘formed’ necessity, at the expense of the individual particu- 
larity of the unique human being. It isa ‘form’, an ‘idea’ of a man, like the 
modern crystalline novel, not a living picture of a man, in the sense in which 
Miss Murdoch admires Tolstoi’s characters. 
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which culminates in the ambiguous passivity of Hannah Crean- 
Smith: his ideal may be right, but it has stopped him painting 
people, and this, in Miss Murdoch’s world, is not human in itself. 

Bledyard’s deciding speech to Mor is immediately preceded by 
a sermon from Everard to which Mor hardly listens because he is 
thinking of Rain. The sermon is, appositely, on the subject of 
‘God helps those who help themselves’—Everard explains that he 
does not mean thieves—and ends with the assurance that 


God is to be thought of as a distant point of unification: that point where 
all conflicts are reconciled, and all that is partial and, to our finite eyes, 
contradictory, is integrated and bound up.8 


During this sermon Mor considers Nan; how telling Rain that 
she has “frustrated him, breaking within him piece by piece the 
structure of his own desires’, has released in him anger, and the 
certainty that he no longer loves her. And then he reflects 


Of course he no longer loved her. But somehow to say this was not to 
say anything at all. He had lived with Nan for twenty years. That living 
together was a reality which made it frivolous, or so it seemed to him, 
even to ask whether or not he loved her.® 


Earlier, we have been told that Mor, when their marriage began 
to fail, had discovered that ‘he was tied for life to a being who 
could change, who could withdraw herself from him and become 
independent’.1° 

But his long relationship, love or no love, with this independent 
being, this ‘other’, is real, and cannot be destroyed merely by 
willing it. Everard’s sermon, like other Christian statements of 
belief in Iris Murdoch’s books—James Tayper Pace’s in The Bell, 
Donald Swann’s in An Unofficial Rose—is both relevant to Mor’s 
situation and somehow irrelevant because outside the scope of 
any way he can see it, or any way he can act. Voluntary crucifixion 
of his ‘own desires’* is a very different process from Nan’s deli- 
berate breaking of them. It does not follow that Everard’s sermon 
is to be taken as unrelated to Mor’s predicament; it co-exists with 
it within the novel, a concept presented to us, even in the beauti- 


* In so far as Everard’s sermon recommends this ‘voluntary crucifixion’ it is 
an echo of Simone Weil’s belief in the deliberate destruction of the self, and thus 
is related to Anna Quentin’s ‘philosophy of silence’ at one extreme, and Hannah 
Crean-Smith’s deliberate suffering at the other. 
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fully caught, largely lifeless language of the sermon, which, like 


the Abbess in The Bell, is a present force, whose existence we are 
aware of, even if its relevance to our situation is not clear. 

Mor, however, has hardly heard him; he goes from the chapel 
to meet Rain, and finds instead Bledyard who has sent Rain away. 
Bledyard continues the theme of Everard’s sermon—that there is 
‘one good thing’ to do that is right, by telling Mor that he is 
‘deeply rooted’ in his own life, and that ‘if you break these bonds 
you destroy a part of the world’.4 

Mor retorts that he might then build another part, but does not 
pursue this idea with any conviction (in another book, what he 
might build could have had a less flimsy power from the beginning, 
and this could have made the whole less of a foregone conclusion; 
in another book again the foregone conclusion might have had 
more real compelling necessity and less consolation about it). 
Bledyard then puts to Mor the idea that freedom consists of a 
respect for the limiting functions of reality; this is perhaps the most 
nakedly theoretical exposition we have of it in the seven novels 
under consideration. 


There is such a thing as respect for reality. You are living on dreams now, 
dreams of happiness, dreams of freedom. But in all this you consider 
only yourself. You do not truly apprehend the distinct being of either 
your wife or Miss Carter.!? 


That is, Mor is ‘placing’ both Rain and Nan, he is not aware of 
them as ‘real impenetrable human persons’, he is deforming the 
nature of reality by fantasy. 


You imagine . . . that to live in a state of extremity is necessarily to 
discover the truth about yourself. What you discover then is violence and 
emptiness. And of this you make a virtue. . .. You do not know even 
remotely what it would be like to set aside all consideration of your own 
satisfaction. . . . You live in a world of imagined things. But if you were 
to concern yourself truly with others and lay yourself open to any hurt 
that might come to you, you would be enriched in a way of which you 
cannot now even conceive. The gifts of the spirit do not appeal to the 
imagination. 

This contrast of the ‘gifts of the spirit’ with those of the imagination 
is the first mention of the conflict between these which is a central 


theme of The Bell, The Unicorn and An Unofficial Rose. It is a 
theme also in the work of Simone Weil, who regards the imagina- 
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tion, to which she usually refers as ‘L’imagination, combleuse de 
vides’, as something necessarily opposed to the spiritual path of 
self-effacement, acceptance of voids, acceptance of suffering which 
is not, in the manner of Até, passed on. She writes: 


Continuellement suspendre en soi-méme le travail de limagination 
combleuse de vides. Si on accepte n’importe quel vide, quel coup du 
sort peut empécher d’aimer l’univers?!4 


And she regards the imagination as essentially something which 
precludes an apprehension of reality in us. 


L’imagination combleuse de vides est essentiellement menteuse. Elle 
exclut la troisisme dimension car ce sont seulement les objets réels qui 
sont dans les trois dimensions. Elle exclut les rapports multiples.15 


This is here another angle on the particularity of reality. 

The slight horror which Miss Murdoch allows us to feel at the 
abstract or apparently abstract quality of Bledyard’s spirituality, and 
which we later feel about Ann and Hannah, is something which a 
reading of Simone Weil also inspires, and to have read Simone Weil 
illuminates for us Miss Murdoch’s presentation of these characters. 
And Mor has our sympathy when he replies, as many of Miss 
Murdoch’s characters reply to similar exhortations, “Such an 
austerity would be beyond me.’ It is something echoed in Dora’s 
and Toby’s reaction to what is at one point called the ‘hideous 
purity and austerity’ of the life of the nuns in the convent. 

Mor then makes the standard assertion that would be made by 
the ‘lonely self-contained individual’ of Thought and Action as seen 
in Against Dryness. “All I can say is that this is my situation and my 
life and I shall decide what to do about it.’ 

Bledyard uses against him the definition of freedom he has him- 
self already offered to the W.E.A. class. 


“You speak as if this were a sort of virtue,’ said Bledyard, ‘you speak as 
if to be a free man was just to get what you want regardless of conven- 
tion. But real freedom is a total absence of concern about yourself.’ 


Mor, this time explicitly, says ‘It doesn’t manage to connect itself 
with my problems,’ and Bledyard, finally, brings up the question 
of Rain; Mor, he argues, is ‘diminishing’ Rain by involving her in 
all this. “A painter can only paint what he is. You will prevent her 
from being a great painter.’ 


70 DEGREES OF FREEDOM 


Nevertheless it is not Mor but Rain who, by respecting the 
‘otherness’ of the other partner, breaks the impossible fantasy. 
The crisis is precipitated by Nan’s revelation of—and public 
acceptance of—Mor’s political ambitions, at the dinner which 
marks the presentation of Rain’s portrait of Demoyte to the school. 
Mor has not told Rain of these ambitions; when she learns of them, 
she too recognizes the limiting power of reality. She says (in 
novelette language) 


You are a growing tree. I am only a bird. You cannot break your roots 
and fly away with me. Where could we go where you wouldn't always 
be wanting the deep things that belong to you, your children, and this 
work which you know is your work? . . . I should die if I were prevented 
from painting.!é 


Mor brushes aside the connection here between his reality and 
hers, and makes the standard self-centred appeal. 


I began to be when I loved you, I saw the world for the first time, the 
beautiful world full of things and animals that I'd never seen before. 
What do you think will happen to me if you leave me now? 


But Rain has decided, and turns away from him into her work. 
Later when she has left Demoyte’s house, Mor who has gone to 
seek her there, tells Demoyte, ‘It was inevitable’; Demoyte, who 
has been in favour of his convulsive bid for freedom, and whose 
dislike of Nan has made their married life more difficult, says 
‘Nothing was inevitable. You have made your own future.’?7 

To return again to Miss Murdoch’s criticism of Les Chemins: 


In Les Chemins we constantly feel the violent swing from a total blind- 
ness to a total freedom, from the silence of unreason to an empty and 
alarming babble of reflexion. Human life begins. But the complexity of 
the moral virtues, which must return, more deeply apprehended perhaps, 
with the task of ‘going on from there’, this we are not shown.!8 


If Mor had felt that he “began to be’ when he loved Rain, he has 
now been pushed back into the moral virtues with the task of 
going on from there. The decision has not consciously been his, 
but Demoyte is surely right in that there is a sense in which it is the 
result of his life and his nature. And Nan has changed, sufficiently 
at least for it to seem possible for them both to apprehend the 
moral virtues more deeply. 
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Nan, it is clear, was at the beginning of the book in a state of 
mauvaise foi, which Miss Murdoch defines as: 


the more or less conscious refusal to reflect, the immersion in the un- 
reflectively coloured awareness of the world, the persistence in an 
emotional judgment, or the willingness to inhabit cosily some other 
person’s estimate of oneself.19 


Miss Murdoch comments ‘It is in terms of a dispersion of this 
gluey inertness that Sartre pictures freedom’, and it is suggested 
in this book that Nan is moving towards this kind of freedom; the 
dual shock, first of her discovery of Mor with Rain in her house, 
and then of her coming to grips with what she has known but not 
admitted—that Tim Burke, the goldsmith, is in love with her— 
jolts her out of her refusal to reflect. For a moment she sees Tim 
as ‘close, mysterious, other than herself, full to the brim of his own 
particular history;’ she will not explore him, because she realizes 
(as Mor does not) ‘the reality of her situation, the irresponsible 
silliness of her present conduct’.2° But she has had to think. And 
her thoughts about Mor, when she has returned to Dorset, also 
move from the persistence in an emotional judgment to reflection. 
At first she believes that Mor will, as he has always done, do as she 
tells him. 


She was pleased that she had maintained throughout a civilized and 
rational demeanour. Fundamentally Nan grasped the situation at this 
time as a drama, and one which she was able to fashion to her own 
pattern. She felt the satisfaction of one who is in the right, able to impose 
his will, and doing so mercifully.” 


But slowly she begins to see that she might really lose her 
husband, and to think—even to dream—about him. She ‘thought 
about him more intensely than she had ever done since she had 
first been in love with him’. “She began, though she did not let this 
become clear to herself, almost to desire him.’2? 

That is, she is aware again of Mor as another person, not an 
extension of herself, and her public acceptance of his political 
ambitions is not only what Mor thinks it is—a trap for him and for 
Rain, an attempt to destroy their relationship, as it does—it is an 
acceptance of him, as he is, his being. Nan achieves her freedom by 
a withdrawal from the normal. 


Her normal existence had not demanded, had even excluded reflection. 
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It had contained her firmly like a shell with every cranny filled... . 


Now the pressure of reality upon her had been withdrawn and she was 
left alone in the centre of a void where she had suddenly to determine 
afresh the form and direction of her being.” 


So, at the end of the book, having progressed in different directions 
away from normality, the two come together again, to make, we 
are told, wiser decisions about the future of their children. 

I have already said why I find this book comparatively unsatis- 
factory; it is partly because it is too clear, too patterned, too much 
of a statement about complexity, with too little real complexity 
of feeling or action. In the first two books, the plotting and pattern- 
ing is part of the artistic pleasure, because the patterning is so 
complex as to create a life of its own—a fantasy maybe, but a vital 
one. Here we have a slightly less than vital imitation of real life, 
where the tendency of art to impose its own shapes on the stuff 
of life, criticized by Bledyard from within the book, is too much 
apparent. But the much more leisurely exploration of naturalistic 
emotion in it leads directly to the book which has been called 
Miss Murdoch’s best, and which is certainly the nearest, so far, 
to fulfilling the standards she sets for the naturalistic novelist in 
Against Dryness. 


CHAPTER V 


Hee DELL 


Wes The Bell, as opposed to The Sandcastle, or indeed, to any 
of Miss Murdoch’s other novels one has the sense that to 
attempt to expose a framework of thought is to diminish it in a 
certain way; this is because here we have a novel which has the 
solid life that Miss Murdoch praises in the great nineteenth-century 
novels. The characters are not tied up neatly at the end of the book; 
they have a life of their own which exists beyond it. What will 
happen to Michael Meade, or to Dora, is a matter for real concern 
and speculation, as what will happen to Rosa is not, because there 
is nothing more we can know, and what will happen to Randall 
and Ann is not, because we have never really learned to care, and 
these characters do not seem to be embedded in a life in whose 
continuance we can have any faith. But here Miss Murdoch has 
succeeded in writing a novel which, if it tends towards the crystal- 
line, is more than that. 

The Bell is the story of the happenings at an Anglican Lay 
Community, in the grounds of a house called Imber Court, in 
Oxfordshire, one summer. The story is seen through the eyes of 
Michael Meade, leader of the community, and owner of the house; 
Dora Greenfield, once an art student, and now, somewhat uncer- 
tainly, the wife of Paul Greenfield, who is studying some mediaevel 
manuscripts belonging to the Abbey, which is across the lake from 
the court; and Toby Gashe, a youth who has just left school, and is 
going up to Oxford in the autumn. 

The events of the story are arranged, somewhat loosely, around 
the bell itself. At the beginning of the story we learn that a new 
bell is to be hung in the Abbey tower, and will enter the gate like 
a postulant—here resembling Catherine Fawley, a member of the 
community who intends to enter the Abbey as a nun. Paul tells 
Dora the legend of the old bell, which flew out of the tower into 
the lake—this because the Bishop cursed the Abbey on an occa- 
sion when one of the nuns took a lover and would not confess; 
the guilty nun drowned herself in the lake when the bell was 


lost. 
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Toby finds this bell; he reveals its existence to Dora, having 
decided that Dora is the antidote to the emotional distress he feels 
after Michael involuntarily kisses him after a particularly happy 
expedition to Swindon to buy a mechanical cultivator. Dora 
decides, for her own purposes, to raise the old bell and substitute 
it for the new one at the Christening ceremony. 

Dora feels that the community disapproves of her and judges 
her; her husband is unkind and unreasonable, but she can neither 
leave him, live with him, nor stay with her lover, a journalist 
called Noel Spens, in London. She sees the raising of the bell as ‘a 
kind of rite of power and liberation’; this it is, in an ambiguous 
sense, since the bell embedded in the mud is a symbol for the 
involvement of spiritual energy in passion and ambiguous emo- 
tion. | 

Another member of the community is Nick Fawley, twin 
brother of Catherine, who once had a homosexual relationship with 
Michael, whilst he was a schoolboy under Michael’s care. Nick has 
become dissolute and drunken; he has been sent to the community 
at Catherine’s request, because he is in some kind of need, but seems 
to derive no benefit from his stay there, whilst the members of the 
community rather uneasily shun him. 

It is he and Dora, the ‘sinners’, who between them precipitate 
the crisis. Nick forces Toby to confess to the upright James 
Tayper Pace both his relation with Michael and that with Dora, 
thus repeating Nick’s own ‘betrayal’ of Michael; when at school he 
had made a ‘confession’ of a similar kind of his own relations with 
him. He also reveals to Noel Dora’s plan about the bell; Dora 
suddenly sees this as silly and nasty and rings the bell in the middle 
of the night, thus revealing its existence to the members of the 
community. The next day, at the Christening ceremony, in one 
of Miss Murdoch’s most startling and effective series of apparent 
accidents, Paul makes a jealous scene, the new bell falls into the lake, 
Catherine attempts to drown herself, Dora, who cannot swim, 
attempts to rescue her, both are rescued by an ‘aquatic nun’, and 
Catherine, crazed, reveals her love for Michael, who is horrified. 
All this, through the agency of Noel and others, is reported in the 
newspapers, and the community dissolves in embarrassment, 
tragedy and lack of funds. 

It is discovered that Nick was the agent of the bell’s fall—pre- 
sumably to interfere with his sister’s vocation; Michael decides, 
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at last, too late, to speak to him, but Nick commits suicide. 
Michael is overcome by grief. For some weeks he and Dora remain 
alone at Imber, before going off to begin their lives again. Michael 
is left responsible for Catherine, and Dora decides not to return to 
Paul, at least, not immediately, but to become an art teacher in 
Bath, and to attempt to become ‘an independent, grown-up 
; 
person’. 

These two characters, Michael and Dora, are those with whom 
the book is most concerned, and whose fates are really in question. 
Toby Gashe, although he learns something during the action, is 
young enough, with the resilience Miss Murdoch attributes to 
extreme youth, not to have his liberty seriously impaired. Dora 
and Michael, however, are seen during the book to explore their 
limitations, their reality, and to make attempts to live a life which 
is their own; in this sense they are complementary and to be dis- 
cussed at length. 

But before beginning on this, I should like to look at the central 
symbol, the bell itself. With this, as with the magical symbolism 
in The Sandcastle, 1 have been uneasy for some time. It has seemed 
to me—both its legend, and the operations Toby and Dora engage 
in, subsequently, to raise it—much less interesting than the rest of 
the story, the relations between the characters in the religious 
community. It is something planted there, which one is surprised 
to be reminded of,* when occupied with more serious things. 
However, as planted symbols go, it is a good one, much more knit 
into the pattern of events and relationships than the excrescent 
gipsy, and much more complex. My criticism of it could perhaps 
best be expressed by saying that at the moment when Dora rings 
it—a symbolic sounding at night of ‘the truth-telling voice that 
must not be silenced’—one has the feeling, while reading, that a 
symbolic action has been substituted for a real one, that the climax 
which is seen to occur is greater than the occurrence. 

This is not to say that an action cannot be both symbolic and 
real (an example might be the relationship between Anna and 
Vronsky’s riding, in Anna Karenina—or the relationship of Leat’s 
madness to the storm—or perhaps the symbolic function of the 
Mass in one sense); it is only to say that in this case, the action is 
largely symbolic, and detracts a little from the greater reality of the 


* In this sense, of course, it is like the intractable normal; but there is a 
difference between reality, and the visible manipulations of the author. 
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rest of the novel. It is again an illustration, rather than an actual 
rendering of a state of mind. 

This said, however, what does the bell symbolize? G. S. Fraser 
sees it both as a ‘symbol of a lost order and faith’ and, when it is 
dragged up from the mud, as something which, like the loss of 
Rain’s car, ‘creates a sense of intractability in things, sometimes 
ingeniously conquered, sometimes farcically or wretchedly trium- 

hant’.1 

: I think that the bell certainly connects with the solidity of the 
normal,with the unutterably particular mystery; it is surely signifi- 
cant in this context that it is made, by a playful cross-reference not 
unique in Miss Murdoch’s work, to have been built by ‘a great 
craftsman at Gloucester, Hugh Belleyetere or Bellfounder’ and it 
resembles Hugo, when it is dragged up from the depths in that it 
is seen as something ‘enormous’, ‘monstrous’, ‘a thing from another 
world’. But the two bells, the old and the new, carry further 
associations in the novel. 

James sees the bell as a symbol for purity, clarity, candour, and 
compares it explicitly with Catherine Fawley, who is seen as having 
these qualities by the other characters, and who, like the bell, will 
enter the Abbey as a postulant. But Catherine has her twin, 
Nicholas, whom James sees as a disruptive force, and the new 
bell has its twin, buried in the mud of the lake. The old bell is, 
through its history, associated with violent and disruptive passion, 
with sin and confession; its legend is, appropriately, Vox ego 
Amoris sum (as a medallion on Michael’s house wears the legend 
Amor via mea). In this sense it helps to symbolize the ambiguity 
of love in the novel, where love is both a dangerous loss of purity 
and exercise of power, and a necessary part of humanity. And 
Nick’s destruction of the second bell, the postulant, destroys his 
sister, who, like the nun, runs into the lake to drown herself 
seeing herself as corrupt because she, as Nicholas has done, loves 
Michael. 

Both Michael and James use the bell as a symbol for man’s 
spiritual nature in their sermons; James is attracted by the idea of 
its simplicity, the way in which it must speak out clearly if moved; 
Michael uses it as a symbol for man’s spiritual energy. 


The bell is subject to the force of gravity. The swing that takes it down 
must also take it up. So we too must learn to understand the mechanism 
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of our spiritual energy, and find out where, for us, are the hiding plac e 
of our strength. 


Here, the idea of gravity as a symbol for that which is simply 
mechanical in our lives is related to the thought of Simone Weil, 
who uses it in that sense, and opposes it to the supernatural grace; 
what Michael, with his bell image, is advocating, is a deliberate 
attempt to pay attention to the workings, and the sources, of our 
spiritual energy, so that by understanding it we may increase it. 
It is perhaps not impertinent to point out that the bell is somewhat 
forcibly yoked to this idea of energy by the concept of gravity— 
the equally powerful idea of ‘the hiding places of our strength’ is 
already in no way attached to the image of the bell. The association 
is a little too arbitrary. 

The bell is also a part of the musical imagery which pervades 
the book, and which is, like the roses in An Unofficial Rose, or the 
physical appearance of the women in The Flight from the Enchanter, 
a reflection of the relation, in art and in life, of the natural to the 
artificial, the unutterably particular to the intellectually ordered and 
arranged, the simple to the complex form. There are all kinds of 
sounds in The Bell. There is bird-song, which Kant saw as the perfect 
example of ‘free beauty’; he said, Miss Murdoch tells us, ‘a bird’s 
song, which we can reduce to no musical réle, seems to have more 
freedom in it, and thus to be richer for taste, than the human voice 
singing in accordance with all the rules that the art of music 
prescribes’. There are Peter Topglass’s ‘artificial’ imitations of 
bird-song. There is Catherine’s singing of the madrigal, The 
Silver Swan, with its ‘enchanting and slightly absurd precision’. 
There is the ‘hideous purity and austerity’ of the song of the nuns, 
unseen within their chapel. There is the jungle rhythm of the jazz 
records which Noel plays to Dora in London, which make a deli- 
berate sexual appeal and contrast sharply with the note of the black- 
bird, which Dora hears over the telephone. 

There is also Bach, whose music Dora finds too austere, although 
she comes finally to enjoy Mozart, and whose music, presumably, 
carrying with it the moral complexity of its subject-matter, and 
the conceptual complexity of its form, is open to Kant'’s criticism 
of being less beautiful than bird-song because less ‘pure’, less ‘free’; 
here we must remember that the over-simple ‘dry’ concept of the 
self-contained unitary work of art is said in Against Dryness to 
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derive from Kant’s theory of simplicity. Miss Murdoch criticizes 
his ideal of purity by comparing it to her own ideal of naturalistic 
study of character, of hard reality: 


Any attempt, for instance, to represent a certain kind of character mars 
the beauty of purity by the introduction of a concept; and of course any 
concern with goodness or with a moral content is equally fatal.? 


The musical imagery underpins, as it were, the moral themes of 
purity and complexity, freedom and deliberate restriction, either 
by a formal framework of concepts, or by a recognition of our 
limitations and lack of purity. Bach’s formal complexity here 
resembles perhaps the formed beauty of the Tintoretto in An 
Unofficial Rose. 

The bell unites the musical and spiritual themes curiously and 
very naturally when, during the Christening ceremony, the hymn, 
‘Raise it gently’, is sung, against Father Bob’s musical better judg- 
ment. It should, in these verses: 


There fulfil its daily mission 

Midway twixt the earth and sky 
And 

As the birds sing daily matins 

To the god of Nature’s praise 

This its nobler daily music 

To the God of Grace shall raise.* 


Here the bell is like Bledyard’s view of humanity ‘incarnate 
incarnate creatures’, earth-related and god-related. Dora rarely 
finds herself concerned beyond the birds and the God of Nature; 
Michael is intensely concerned with his relation with the God of 
grace; the bell, musical in the steeple, or ‘much encrusted with 
watery growths and shell-like incrustations’ in the mud below the 
lake is in this sense ambiguous too. 

It is perhaps worth remarking before we leave the bell that it is 
the old bell which is covered with a pattern of living human beings, 
scenes from the life of Christ, which Dora sees in her moment of 
vision, before she rings the bell, as 


squat figures . . . solid, simple, beautiful, absurd, full to the brim with 
something which was to the artist not an object of speculation or 
imagination.* 
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It represents, in this sense, a unity of life, now lost, an area, as 
Christ’s life properly should be to the Christian, where the unique 
individual and spiritual values are seen naturally to act together 
and to be one. But in our time, when human life and spiritual 
values are abstract “objects of speculation or imagination’, the new 
bell has a plain surface “except for a band of arabesques which 
encircled it a little above the rim’.® 


I shall discuss Dora first, if for no other reason than that she is 
established chronologically in the book before Michael. Dora is a 
refinement on the theme that we have met before—that of the 
freedom of youth—in that Dora, although still young, and not in 
possession of her own life, or sure of who she is or what she wants, 
has already around her a life—principally her marriage—from 
which she cannot simply, in order to discover herself, convulsively 
free herself. At the beginning of the book ‘she vaguely thought of 
herself as past her prime’, and when later, having left her husband 
and rejoined him at Imber, she sees Toby alone on the edge of the 
lake, from the window of the room where she is enclosed with 
Paul, he seems to her in his youth, to be ‘the very image of 
freedom’ .6 

Dora is a character who does not judge, and lacks self-knowledge. 
She does not judge Paul, because, since she shares this quality of 
innocence at least with Peter Saward, “A certain incapacity for 
“placing” others stood her here in lieu of virtue.’ She has also no 
sense of the past. She has a deep need to “assume her own being’,’ 
but as in the case of Mor, she is hampered in the pursuit of this by 
her marriage, and the nature of her husband, whose love is the 
exercise of a violent, restrictive and impinging power, which 
prevents her growth. “She was at last disturbed by the violent and 
predatory gestures with which he destroyed the rhythms of her 
self-surrender.’ The pressure on her of the reality of this other 
person brings about a situation where ‘although she conspicuously 
lacked self-knowledge, she became, in the face of this threatening 
personality, increasingly aware that she existed’. This awareness of 
her existence, and the threat to her self, causes her ‘obeying that 
conception of fatality which served her instead ofa moral sense’, to 
leave Paul. She is a creature, like those of The Flight from the 
Enchanter, whose chief weapon is flight—‘she depended, like some 
unprotesting but significantly mobile creature, upon the knowledge 
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of her instant ability to whisk away’. But, even if she has no moral 
sense, conventional morals affect her use of her liberty; she feels 
guilty, and responsible to Paul; she finds that ‘she could no longer 
be happy with her husband or without him’. So she returns, without 
reflecting, to Paul, and becomes part of the religious community 
at Imber. 

Dora has an instinctive respect for life (consider her saving of 
the butterfly in the train) and an instinctive respect for, and interest 
in, other people; she attempts to make contact with both Mrs Mark 
and Catherine, and is, in fact, the only person to divine that 
Catherine’s entry into the nunnery is not only a voluntary sur- 
rendering of selfish desires to a purer freedom, but in some sense an 
imposed trap. 

With Mrs Mark, Dora’s comical conversation throws into relief 
the petty and inhuman aspects of the rules of voluntary restrictions, 
which James Tayper Pace sees as a basis of the religious life. Dora’s 
positive gesture of decorating her and Paul’s room with wild 
flowers is quashed by Mrs Mark—'It’s a little austerity we practise’ 
—and her attempt to make contact with Mrs Mark by asking about 
her life meets with the response that past lives are never discussed 
for fear of impure motives. “That’s another little religious rule that 
we try to follow. No gossip . . . when people ask each other 
questions about their lives their motives are rarely pure, are they?” 
But Dora’s motives are, in this sense, pure; she is without malice, 
and the restriction imposed upon her kills a natural warmth in 
human intercourse which is, in itself, good. 

And Dora, at least initially, sees the religious structure, both of 
house and Abbey, as a trap, an unnecessary limitation of freedom, 
throughout. She feels that the moral side of Christianity merely 
draws the community together with Paul, as people who, unlike 
her, are prepared to judge, to treat her as the conventional lost 
sheep, or erring wife. She sees the nun as ‘a shapeless pile of 
squatting black cloth’, the community’s chapel as ‘a shabby, 
derelict, pitiable drawing-room, harbouring an alien rite, half 
sinister, half ludicrous’, and the Abbey itself as a prison, its chapel, 
seen in contrast to the park under the sun, as an ‘annihilating’ ‘dark 
hole and silence’. 

She feels that Catherine’s entry into the nunnery menaces some- 
thing inside herself with destruction. It is, in the early part of the 
book, her own increasing awareness of herself as a separate indivi- 
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dual which gives her strength to fight against the alien pressures 
brought to bear upon her. Before marching to Paul’s bed on her 
first night at Imber she sees herself in the mirror. 


She continued to look at the person who was there, unknown to Paul. 
How very much, after all, she existed; she, Dora, and no one should 
destroy her.!° 7 


At Imber too, she cannot make a life with Paul, and is driven, 
after a conversation in which she discusses Catherine with him, to 
estimate 


with a devastating exactness which was usually alien to her just how 
much of sheer contempt there was in Paul’s love; and always would be, 
she reflected, since she had few illusions about her ability to change 
herself. 


She feels that Paul’s contempt is destroying her, and in this state, 
with no real relationship with the outside world, or any reality 
other than herself, has an almost pure experience of what it is 
to live in a world of entirely self-centred fantasy. She 


had the odd feeling that all this was inside her head. There was no way of 
breaking into this scene for it was all imaginary. . . . It was as if her 
consciousness had eaten up its surroundings. Everything was now sub- 
jective. Even, she remembered, Paul this morning, had been subjective. 
His love-making had been remote, like a half-waking fantasy, and not 
at all like an encounter with another human being.” 


In this condition, Dora instinctively takes flight again and returns 
to London and the journalist, Noel Spens. 

G. S. Fraser, in a mood of violent distaste which I cannot believe 
Miss Murdoch intended fully to inspire, refers to Noel as ‘the 
journalist, who under a mask of tolerant hedonism is consumed by 
possessive lust and fanatical hatred of all religious experience’. 
Whether his feeling for Dora is love or possessive lust I don’t 
know—he is genuinely concerned with her moral well-being. But 
it is a little misleading to write that he hates religious experience; 
what Noel is, here, is the voice of the Stuart Hampshire Man, who 
is ‘morally speaking, monarch of all he surveys’, and the voice is 
raised, not specifically against religious experience but against 
Christian morals, the whole machinery of guilt, sin, repentance and 
judgment, the weapon which Nick Fawley uses to destroy Michael 
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—and then himself—twice over. It is a voice which is necessary at 
this stage of the book, if only to say what the irreligious reader 
may have been feeling all along about the foundation of the life 
at Imber. Noel says: 


No good comes in the end of untrue beliefs. There is no God and there 
is no judgment, except the judgment that each one of us makes for 
himself; and what that is is a private matter.!4 


He then gives himself, and his self-centred view, away, by adding 
‘Sometimes of course one has to interfere with people to stop them 
doing things one dislikes,’ an over-simplification which pushes 
us back into the realization that the moral life is more complex 
than Noel’s solipsist view allows for, as it is perhaps more complex 
also than James Tayper Pace’s adherence to rigid rules enjoined 
by a Church founded on a God and a Judgment which may or 
may not exist. Noel points out a partial truth; that it is wrong for 
the community simply to regard Dora as a ‘miserable sinner’ and 
Paul as ‘an aggrieved and virtuous spouse’. But the fact that Dora 
does feel guilty, and that she does, without knowing him, love 
Paul, ‘in a shy roundabout way’, are in themselves enough to 
dispose of the simple solution Noel proposes, that she should fight 
for her freedom; although, later, she does fight, it isnot with him, 
and not in his way. 

At this point it might be as well to recall the Against Dryness 
picture of the transcendence of reality; it is to be ‘non-metaphysical, 
non-totalitarian, and non-religious’.*1® That is, Noel’s dismissal of 
God and judgment as grounds for limiting Dora’s freedom clear 
the ground. But when, after dancing with Noel to the primitive 
music of drum, clarinet and trumpet, Dora hears the ‘clear, remote 
and strange’ note of the blackbird over the telephone, behind 
Paul’s voice, she feels Noel’s flat to be unreal, the imposition of 
another alien organization. She leaves Noel too, and goes to the 
National Gallery, where at last she finds ‘something real and some- 
thing perfect’. 


Dora’s experience in the National Gallery is obviously connected 
with Jake Donaghue’s sense of Jean-Pierre’s “good’ book as some- 
thing real, with Roquentin’s experience of the tune. But it is not 
only an experience of the satisfaction of the beauty of forms; 


* My italics. 
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it is an experience of the kind Bledyard is describing when, in his 
lecture, he shows a slide of one of the later Rembrandt self 
portraits and remarks 


here, if we ask what relates relates the painter to the sitter, if we ask what 
the painter is after, it is difficult to avoid answering—the truth.1¢ 


Dora thinks of the paintings as ‘something which her consciousness 
could not wretchedly devour and by making it part of her fantasy 
make it worthless’. They are 


something real outside herself and good. ... When the world had seemed 
to be subjective it had seemed to be without interest or value. But now 
there was something else in it after all” 


It is worth remarking that the pictures she sees, as they are des- 
cribed, are pictures of human beings. 

Dora feels that since, somewhere, something good exists, her 
problems are capable of solution after all. She returns to Imber. 

Dora’s plan, with the help of Toby, to raise the bell and substitute 
it for the new one is seen as a ‘fight’, “a sort of rite of power and 
liberation’,18 and herself as a ‘witch’; later this plot is seen as ‘at 
best funny in a vulgar way, at worst thoroughly nasty’, and Dora, 
left alone with the bell at night, is constrained to ring it; an act 
which compares perhaps with Jake’s shaking of the thundersheet, 
an assertion of herself, as she is, and the bell as it is. It is something 
she has ‘drawn out of the lake and lifted back to its own airy ele- 
ment’. Reality asserts itself. ‘She had thought to be its master and 
make it her plaything, but now it was mastering her, and would 
have its will.’ Her ringing of it is not a mere confession of guilt, 
although she has caused it to sound when embracing Toby in its 
mouth and disturb Michael’s dreams. “If it was necessary to accuse 
herself the means were certainly at hand. But her need was deeper 
than this.’19 

Ihave already said that I find this moment of truth unsatisfactory; 
I would add to what I have said the idea that what is missing from 
Dora’s apprehension of reality is precisely an apprehension of Paul, 
who is her problem after all; Paul is never given space in the book 
to be a complete human being, and he is important enough for 
this to matter. It can be that some completely outside event can 
change one’s relationship with another human being, but not, one 
feels, something of the nature of Dora’s ringing of the bell. 
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At the end of the book, Dora, having attempted to rescue 
Catherine from drowning herself, and having herself been rescued 
by the ‘aquatic nun’, is left with Michael alone at Imber. At this 
point she does two things; she falls in love with Michael and learns 
to swim. Throughout the book, the water of the lake has been 
used as an image for the mystery, the depths outside the life which 
goes on in house and market-garden. The darkness of the nuns’ 
chapel, Dora’s “black hole’, reminds Toby of ‘the obscurity of the 
lake, where the world was seen again in different colours’.?° 
Murphy, the animal, swims naturally, paralleling the seal seen by 
Marian in The Unicorn, which swims in the killing sea which 
Marian ultimately fears too much. Mother Clare swims fearlessly 
and well. Catherine is afraid of the water; it is when she tells 
Dora this, that she is afraid of water and often dreams about 
drowning, that Dora senses her reluctance to enter the convent 
and speaks to her. Both Michael and Dora dream that the nuns are 
concerned with drowning someone in the lake; Michael has the 
sense that something in himself, ‘in the depths of his mind’, ‘made 
him attribute something so terrible to these innocent and holy 
nuns’.24 The lake is obscure and ambiguous, something that can 
destroy or support, if we can swim. Dora, at the end of the book, 
is capable of resting, as it were, on the mystery. ‘She turned out to 
be a natural swimmer, buoyant and fearless in the water.’? One is 
reminded of Miss Murdoch’s use of the same image for the same 
state of affairs at the end of Under the Net, where Jake says, ‘Like a 
fish which swims calmly in deep water, I felt about me the secure 
supporting pressure of my own life. Ragged, inglorious and appar- 
ently purposeless, but my own.’ 

In other ways, too, Dora’s life is her own; she has learned to 
appreciate, if not the austere Bach, Mozart, and she is painting 
water colours of Imber. She helps Michael, whereas earlier she was 
useless in the house. She returns to her interrupted life as an art 
student, following her experience in the National Gallery, and not, 
or at least not immediately, to Paul. She destroys the two letters 
which Paul has left her, and with them, symbolically, his power 
to use the past as a weapon against her. She is to work out her 
freedom; 

She felt intensely the need, and somehow now the capacity to live and 
work on her own and become, what she had never been, an independent 
grown-up person.”4 
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Her love for Michael indeed, if it is not ‘understanding’, shows a 
new capacity for the undemanding ‘co-existence’ which Jake 
Donaghue said was one of the guises of love. 

She is also less instinctively horrified by the nuns and the religious 
life; she has three conversations with Mother Clare, although we 
are not told what is said, or what difference it makes. Michael feels 
that Dora’s freedom is perhaps best not seen in conventional 
religious terms. 


He felt in the case of Dora too, that there was little point in forcing her 
willy-nilly into a machinery of sin and repentance which was alien to 
her nature. Perhaps Dora would repent after her own fashion; perhaps 
she would be saved after her own fashion.?5 


At least Dora has survived. “Because of all the dreadful things that 
had passed there was more of her.’ And our last view of Imber and 
of the book is through Dora’s eyes. 

‘But in this moment, and it was its last moment, it belonged to 
her. She had survived.’ 


If Dora can work out her freedom and best use her spiritual 
energy without the‘machinery of sinand repentance’, Michael Meade 
cannot. Michael is Miss Murdoch’s first attempt to come to grips 
with the complex interrelations of religion and morals, freedom 
and restraint, from inside; Bledyard and Everard were Christians, 
but Christians used as pointers or landmarks. In Michael we have a 
study of the area where fantasy overlaps the spiritual world, as 
earlier we have seen fantasy overlapping the aesthetic world, 
and the world of love between human beings. Effingham Cooper, 
at the end of The Unicorn, thinks of the action of that book, which 
illuminates this one, as ‘a fantasy of the spiritual life, a story, a 
tragedy’, and thinks further, “Only the spiritual life has no story 
and is not tragic.’26 Michael’s religious life, his founding of the 
community, are also a fantasy of the spiritual life, and become both 
story and tragedy. 

The breaking up of the spiritual life of the community itself 
is perhaps best pointed to in the collapse of Catherine under the 
pressure brought to bear on her by the combination of the mem- 
bers’ myth-making vision of her as ‘their little saint’, ‘their’ 
contemplative, and Nicholas’s needs and passions. She is, in this 
sense, a forerunner of Hannah, the central figure in The Unicorn, 
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and it was not, indeed, until I had read The Unicorn that I came to 
see just how much weight of fantasy-making could be attached to 
Dora’s perception, 4 propos of Catherine, that 


It’s a sort of conspiracy against her. They’ve all been saying for so long 
that she’s going in, and calling her their little saint, and so on, and now 
she can’t get out of it.?? 


G. S. Fraser remarks that the breaking-up of the community is 
not tragic; ‘it expires of unreality’, and sets against the fantasy- 
spinning quality of the community’s religious life, the religious life 
of the convent across the water. “The convent across the lake has 
reality, its nuns are not playing a game.’ But if the breaking-up 
of the community is not tragic, the death of Nicholas is, it is seen, 
too late, truly tragic. And between the lack of reality of this fantasy 
of the spiritual life, and the failure in human relations, the failure 
really to apprehend the reality of Nicholas as an individual, 
valuable human being, Michael’s story is played out. 

What seems to me really good in this novel, is the complexity 
with which Michael’s situation is presented, the way in which the 
consequences of the moral decisions he must take are almost never 
clear to the reader in advance, the way in which Miss Murdoch 
has allowed herself to explore him slowly, without hurry or ex- 
cessive neatness (which is different from economy). Thus, although 
one would not quarrel with G. S. Fraser’s summing-up of the 
nature of Michael’s religious fantasy: 


He also has to realize that what he thought was his religious vocation, 
the divinely ordained pattern of his life, was largely a matter of projec- 
tion ofa naive self-importance and sublimation of homosexual impulses.?8 


one feels that the tone of this summing-up does violence to the 
subtlety of Miss Murdoch’s imagination. She shows towards 
Michael, to an unusual extent in her work, the quality which, 
referring herself to the love the great novelist, such as Tolstoy, 
has for his characters, she calls ‘tolerance’, which she defines as ‘a 
real apprehension of persons other than the author as having a 
right to exist and to have a separate mode of being which is 
important and interesting to themselves’.2? She comments, ‘We 
may decide later that “tolerance” is too mild a word for this 
capacity at its highest.’ Thus, although both Miss Murdoch and 
Michael bring us to a sense of Michael’s inadequacies, Miss Murdoch 
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does not judge him coldly, as she judges the characters in A 
Severed Head, or does him the injustice of standing above and 
commenting on his blindness. It is significant here, I think, that 
whilst talking of Michael’s sense of his vocation, which in this sense 
corresponds to Jake’s view that he ‘must’ catch up with Anna in the 
Tuileries, she allows. Michael partly to know what G. S. Fraser’s 
summing-up taken baldly, might suggest him to be entirely blind to. 


It was an aspect of Michael’s belief in God, and one which, although he 
knew it to be dangerous, he could never altogether reject, that he 
expected the emergence in his life of patterns and signs. He had always 
felt himself to be a man with a definite destiny, a man waiting for a call.30 


This feeling that life and the world are apprehensibly patterned 
is something that goes against the sense that Miss Murdoch has of 
the world as something other, mysterious, unutterably particular 
(which is what makes it so hard to stomach the appearances of her 
symbolic gipsy in The Sandcastle; one feels that she, like Michael, 
has a taste that cannot be expurgated, for patterns and signs). This 
is not to say that one cannot come at truth, that the mystery is not 
graspable at all; Miss Murdoch has expressly dissociated herself 
from Calvin Blick’s ‘Reality is a cipher with many solutions, all 
of them right ones.’ But solutions, or rather the necessarily in- 
complete solution, are different from signs and patterns, and 
whereas one must seek truth, to look for patterns is to begin to 
indulge in fantasy. Michael’s religious life is thus, from the start, 
suspect, an imposition of his own view and wishes concerning 
things and himself, on the unknown reality. 

There are two other elements in Michael’s religious inclinations 
which need to be mentioned. The first is his attempt to use religion 
unconsciously as an escape from power, or from the complexity 
and difficulty of life in a world inhabited by creatures like Mischa 
Fox who make it certain that human relations, love, work, are 
corrupted inevitably by the exercise of power, by the impingement 
of one man on another’s freedom. Michael has believed that ‘the 
good man is without power’, and an extension of this idea has 
caused him to see his call to the priesthood in this sense as 


a loss of personality such as could perhaps come about through the 
named office of a servant, or the surrender of will in an unquestioning 
obedience.*” 


But this wish to avoid the ‘region where power was evil’ is seen, 
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both in Michael, and in Rosa, as an escaping from reality, from 
responsibility, from other people. Miss Murdoch applies this 
judgment only to those who, like Michael, like, in one sense at 
least, Hannah, the unicorn, are seen as half-contemplatives. For the 
true contemplative, freedom can perhaps lie in the “surrender of the 
will’, the ‘loss of personality’ thought of by Simone Weil, a 
natural religious ascetic, as the highest way of life, which is an act 
too high for Michael, too ‘hard’ for Hannah, and the Abbess, who 
has, we must suppose, made this surrender, is seen by Michael 
as powerful in a different, and to him paradoxical and incompre- 
hensible way. Miss Murdoch’s definition of power, and its relation 
to the Good, is perhaps most clearly expressed in The Unicorn, in 
Max Lejour’s Platonic speech to Effingham. 


Até is the name of the almost automatic transfer of suffering from one 
being to another. Power is a form of Até. The victims of power, and 
any power has its victims, are themselves infected. They have then to 
pass it on, to use the power on others. This is evil, and the crude image 
of the all-powerful God is a sacrilege. Good is not exactly powerless. 
For to be powerless, to be a complete victim, may be another source of 
power. But Good is non-powerful. And it is in the Good that Até is 
finally quenched, when it encounters a pure being who only suffers and 
does not attempt to pass the suffering on.** 


Michael’s judgment of the nature of power is in accordance with 
this, but his retreat is not pure enough, too much a fantasy, to 
afford him any release at all from the world of power and suffering. 
He is merely refusing to look at his responsibility for it, to acknow- 
ledge his inevitable involvement in it, principally in so far as it 
concerns Nick. Thus Miss Murdoch comments on Michael’s 
entry into the community 


Those who hope, by retiring from the world, to earn a holiday from 
human frailty, in themselves and others, are usually disappointed.*4 


Michael finds himself obliged to exercise power, that is authority, 
within the community, and this leads to his sins of omission, and 
commission, with regard both to Toby and Nick. 

There is a character within the community who, like Peter 
Saward, like the reverend Everard, seems to have preserved a real 
innocence in that he does not exercise power; his innocence com- 
pared to the spiritual and moral innocence of youth of Toby, or 
even Catherine, seems to be durable as far as we can tell; his opaque 
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presence on the circumference of the narrative gives it a dimension 
we feel it might otherwise lack. This is Peter Topglass of whom 
Michael 


marvelled at his detachment, his absorption in his beloved studies, his 
absence of competitive vanity. He lacked that dimension of the spirit 
which made James formidable as well as endearing; but he was a person 
who, like Chaucer’s gentle knight, was remarkable for harming no one.%5 


The other fact in Michael’s spiritual life which is most deeply 
involved in his attempts to retreat into contemplation is his homo- 
sexuality. I have already referred to G. S. Fraser’s description of 
Michael’s spiritual life as ‘sublimation of homosexual impulses’ 
and it is clear that Miss Murdoch means it to be seen in part in this 
way—although her reiterated descriptions of Michael’s attempts to 
pray, of his own analyses of the relation between his sexual feelings 
and his religion, show more ‘tolerance’ in her sense, of his actual 
experiences, even if these are ultimately consoling or fantastic, 
than any such curt Freudian description of them. 

The description of Michael’s swing from homosexual love to 
religion and back follows three phases. The first is the factual des- 
cription of his conversion at Cambridge, where he is awakened to 
a sense of guilt, gives up ‘the practice of what he had come to 
regard as his vice’, and ‘certain’ that he will never again gratify his 
tastes, leaves calmly for schoolmastering, “confident of a Love 
which lay deeper than the contortions of his egoistic and unen- 
lightened guilt, and which worked patiently to set him free’. 

The second phase is Michael’s intense and overmastering love for 
the schoolboy, Nick Fawley—the inception of which is described 
with the same emotional compulsiveness which has characterized 
the description of Mor’s love for Rain Carter. Here we have a 
concrete description of what seems to be a circle in a spiral of 
experience in which Michael is constantly engaged, and of which 
his involvement with Toby could be seen as yet a further stage— 
from sexual passion, to religious vocation, and round, without 
understanding the inevitability of the process, again. Michael is 
aware of the relation of the two forces in himself. 


He began, hazily, to reflect on how he had formerly felt that his religion 
and his passions sprang from the same source, and how this has seemed 
to infect his religion with corruption. It now seemed to him that he 
could turn the argument about; why should his passions not rather be 
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purified by this proximity? He could not believe that there was anything 
inherently evil in the great love which he bore to Nick: this love was 
something so strong, so radiant, it came from so deep it seemed of the 
very nature of goodness itself. Vaguely Michael had visions of himself 
as the boy’s spiritual guardian, his passion slowly transformed into a 
lofty and more selfless attachment. He would watch Nick grow to 
manhood, cherishing his every step, ever present, yet with a self- 
effacement which would be the highest expression of love. Nick, who 
was his lover, would become his son; and indeed already, with a tact 
and imagination which removed from their relationship any suggestion 
of crudeness, the boy was playing both parts.%6 


This love is broken up after Nick’s confession to the headmaster 
after the visit of an evangelical preacher to the school. It seems 
clear, from the description of Michael’s emotions quoted above, 
that there is at least likely to be something illusory, something 
dreamed up, about it, something called into being by Michael’s 
needs. And later, after the confession, he comes to see his love as 
‘that worst of offences, corrupting the young’, and “Whereas 
success and happiness had kept guilt at bay, ruin and grief brought 
it, almost automatically, with them.’?” 


The third clash between Michael’s sexual feelings and his religion 
comes over Toby, whom he involuntarily and unexpectedly kisses, 
after drinking too much Devon cider. This incident follows a 
series of those apparently trivial and unimportant actions which we 
have already seen operating in the fate of Bill Mor. It unleashes in 
both Toby and Michael a gust of loose emotional power, and 
follows in Michael’s case a feeling of protective security which 
we recognize, and Michael is in a position to recognize, as a parallel 
to his feelings over Nick. Watching Toby asleep, Michael felt 


solemn now, responsible, still protective and still joyful, with a joy 
which, since he had taken a more conscious hold on himself, seemed 
deeper and more pure. He felt within him an infinite power to protect 
Toby from harm. 


Michael experiences a recurrence of his feeling for Nick. Toby will 
be ‘a long and profound responsibility, a task’ and 


It could not be that God intended such a spring of love to be quenched 
utterly. There must, there must, be a way in which it could be made a 
power for good. Michael did not, in that instant, feel that it would be 
difficult to make it so.38 
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But the ‘protective’ and ‘responsible’ element in love appears so 
often in Miss Murdoch’s novels as a guise for the destructive power 
which is inherent in earthly love. One recalls Mischa Fox asking 
Saward, ‘Do you ever feel . . . as if everything in the world needed 
your—protection? It is a terrible feeling. Everything—even this 
matchbox?’* + 

Michael’s passion and protectiveness, like Max Lejour’s Até, are 
passed on from Michael to Toby, who in his turn begins to feel 
‘protective’ about, and powerful towards, Michael. Toby, then, 
like Michael, and unlike James Tayper Pace, finds the moral muddle 
in which he now is ultimately ‘interesting’. 


As he lay there in the darkness Toby found that after all what had 
happened had its interesting side. It certainly constituted an adventure, 
though a somewhat rebarbative one. And what he then experienced, 
although he did not at the time recognize it as such, was a feeling of 
pleasure at being suddenly in a position of power vis-d-vis someone 
whom he had so unquestioningly accepted as his spiritual superior. . . . 
He felt, too, as he conjured up the image of that obviously rather com- 
plicated person, a new emotion about him. He found himself feeling, 
towards Michael, curiously protective. And with this thought at last he 
fell asleep.?9 


And Michael’s decision to speak to Toby about the incident—a 
decision reached after much soul-searching, and a session of prayer 
in the visitors’ chapel at the Abbey, after which he feels ‘calmed, 
helped and supported’, enmeshes them both further in this ‘interest- 
ing’ exercise of power and passion. It is clear that Michael’s decision 
is not a result—or at least not only a result, of ‘that real goodwill 
towards Toby’ for which he has prayed; it is a need that is in him- 
self which he does not exactly acknowledge, as well as in Toby, 
for a ‘sequel’. 


He felt dully and violently with a mixture of pain and pleasure which 
was not in itself unpleasurable, the desire to get it over. He needed above 
anything to rid himself of a craving which made all other activity im- 
possible.*° 


When the cool apology ends in a handclasp of some power, 
Michael has the sense of deja-vu; his prayers and good intentions, 
and reliance on the essential goodness of his love for Toby, have 

* See below p. 156 for Freud’s description of this element of destructive impulse 
in ‘protective’ love. 
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ended in the same muddle and corruption as his love for Nick. 
At this point it would be easy to dismiss Michael’s entwining of his 
homosexual impulses with his sense of what comes from God and 
is good as merely neurotic delusion on a large scale, repeated twice 
over, and likely, since he cannot understand it enough to cure or 
evade it, to recur again and again. The ‘lofty’ and ‘pure’ and remote 
emotional language which is used in the descriptions of Michael’s 
preliminary religious musings over both his attachments, gives 
weight, by its dreamy vagueness, to this view. But I hope to show 
that this view of Michael’s moral predicament is too simple; the 
next stage in discovering what his true relation to reality is might 
best be shown by an examination of the contrast between his moral 
views and those of James Tayper Pace. 


G. S. Fraser puts the conflict between Michael’s views and James's 
in these terms: 


There is no obvious Christian answer to the fundamental division be- 
tween James Tayper Pace, who sees, in the manner of a military discip- 
linarian, the religious life as consisting fundamentally of rigid obedience 
to rules, and Michael, who sees it as a spontaneousness springing directly 


from self-knowledge (but he has not self-knowledge enough). 


James, a character for whom the modern ‘neurotic’ liberal humanist 
reader feels automatically, perhaps, a certain distaste—we feel that 
we can ‘place’ him as pious, self-righteous, bound by convention, 
lacking in vision—is treated by Miss Murdoch with considerable 
respect. Michael likes and respects him partly because ‘some 
ingenuity would have been required to dislike him, he was a 
character of such transparent gentleness’, and partly because he is 
rooted in a traditional, a ‘normal’ set of conventions which Michael 
finds ‘at a moral level distinctly below that at which he aimed at 
present to live’, nostalgically attractive and easy to communicate 
with.” 

James, the ‘younger son of an old military family’, who has 
served in the Guards, has ‘a deep and unquestioning spiritual life’. 
‘The custom whereby in certain families religious faith survived 
as part of the life of a country gentleman, deeply connected with 
all the rituals of living, was for James no empty form.’ The fruit, 
in James’s life of these roots and this faith is a morality very akin 
to that of Kant, as described by Miss Murdoch in the article ‘The 
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Sublime and the Good’ (Chicago Review, Vol. 13, No. 3). Kant, 
says Miss Murdoch, 


does not tell us to respect whole tangled-up historical individuals, but 
to respect the universal reason in their breasts. . .. Freedom is our ability 
to rise out of history and grasp a universal idea of order which we then 
apply to the sensible world. . .. We are supposed to live by exceedingly 
simple and general rules. . . . “Always tell the truth,’ etc. with no place 
for the morally complicated or eccentric.48 


James, like Kant, like Dave in Under the Net, believes in truth-telling, 
and in living by clear and simple rules. 


James, it sometimes seemed to Michael, believed that truthfulness con- 
sisted in telling everybody everything whether it concerned them or 
not, and regardless of whether they wanted to know.*4 


Michael “did not share James’s view that suppressio veri was equal 
to suggestio falsi’, or that privacy has a tendency to corrupt. 

James’s sermon puts very clearly the case for simple rules. He 
states, what Dora also, in the different context of the pictures in 
the National Gallery, considers herself to have seen: “Where per- 
fection is, reality is’, and argues from there that, since perfection is 
God, who ‘so external and remote that we can get only now and 
then a distant hint of it’, the Christian should look to ‘God and His 
Law’ for guidance, and not examine himself too closely (thus 
avoiding Michael’s tendency, and Toby’s under Michael’s in- 
fluence, to enmesh themselves in sin because they find it, to quote 
James again ‘complicated’, “unique and interesting’, “something to 
be investigated’). 

He says: 


Truthfulness is enjoined, the relief of suffering is enjoined, adultery is 
forbidden, sodomy is forbidden. And I feel that we ought to think 
quite simply of these matters thus: truth is not glorious, it is just en- 
joined; sodomy is not disgusting, it is just forbidden. These are rules by 
which we should freely judge ourselves and others too.® 


James, as I have said before, when considering Dave Gellman, 
is shown in action (which William James says is our only way of 
judging spiritual views or beliefs) to have been at least partially 
more right than Michael; at the end of the book, when Nick has 
forced Toby to ‘confess’ to James, James’s simple action of sending 
Toby away immediately afterwards is seen to have been of more 
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value in restoring Toby’s lost innocence and peace of mind than 
Michael’s instinctive and complicated impulse to ‘talk’ to Toby, to 
discuss and reopen the issue, would have been. 

James, again like Dave, finds it easy to live with, and respect 
people to an extent which makes Michael’s task of wielding power 
within the community more difficult. 


James, who believed that authority should melt in brotherly love, as 
would have been the case in a community composed of persons like 
himself, was careless of such matters.46 


But what James is shown to lack, by implication, is the kind of 
love which Kant is also said to lack, in the article I have just quoted. 
Love, according to Miss Murdoch, is precisely the realization of the 
reality, the transcendent reality, of the ‘whole, particular, tangled-up 
individuals’, whom Kant does not tell us to respect. I want to come 
back to this—since this book, oddly, is the only one of Miss 
Murdoch’s where one can be certain of observing anything like 
the operation of this love for individuals, however imperfectly, 
which is so highly to be desired—but first I want to outline the 
moral view which Michael opposes to that of James. All I would 
say for the moment is that the rock which shipwrecks both, James 
theoretically, Michael personally, is the individuality of Nicholas, 
which neither of them respects enough. 

Michael’s moral view derives from his mentor, the Abbess, who 
tells him at the beginning of the book that our duty 


is not necessarily to seek the highest regardless of the realities of our 
spiritual life as it in fact is, but to seek that place, that task, those people, 
which will make our spiritual life grow and flourish; and in this search, 
said the Abbess, we must make use of a divine cunning.*” 


Michael takes up this idea in his sermon. “The chief requirement of 
the good life,’ he says, ‘is that one should have some conception 
of one’s capacities’ which he extends into the idea that self- 
knowledge is necessary and to be sought for. “As spiritual beings in 
our imperfection, and also in the possibility of our perfection, we 
differ profoundly one from another.’ He goes on to defend the 
‘second best act’, in the sense that it is what the individual can in 
his individual apprehension of reality best perform, and ends 


This is the struggle, pleasing surely in the sight of God, to become more 
fully and deeply the person that we are; and by exploring and hallowing 
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every corner of our being, to bring into existence that one and perfect 
individual which God in creating us entrusted to our care.48 


In Against Dryness Miss Murdoch argues with some force against 
literary or philosophical forms where the ‘idea of human nature 
was unitary and single’4°; in so far as Michael’s idea of self- 
knowledge is a realization of the individual who is necessarily 
unique and different from all others, it is something necessary, not 
provided for in James’s view of things. Michael’s view is an aspect 
of the truth which Miss Murdoch recognizes in Sartre, and with 
some qualifications, clearly approves of. 


True choice, according to Sartre, consists in the more long term attempt 
to assume our own being by a purifying reflexion. Liberty is not just the 
‘lighting up’ of our own contingency, it is its comprehension and 
interiorization. Liberty, like the cure of the neurotic, lies at the level of 
a total understanding: an understanding which, I think Sartre would 
agree, we have no guarantee of reaching, or foolproof criterion for 
recognizing, although we know well enough in what direction it 
lies.5° 


Compare here Michael’s “one has, where God is concerned, a sense 
of direction, a sense that here is what is most real, most good, most 
true’. 

Michael’s reflections after his sermon deepen and illustrate the 
difference between his and James’s view of the good life. He 
considers James’s phrase ‘sodomy is not disgusting; it is just 
forbidden’, and thinks that ‘He did not in fact believe that it was 
just forbidden’, since men and women had been created with these 
tendencies and ‘For himself, God had made him so, and he did 
not think that God had made him a monster.’ 

But if Michael’s respect for the individual in himself, the compli- 
cation of his being, cannot allow him to dismiss his nature with ‘it is 
just forbidden’, this respect and awareness of complexity can, on 
the other hand, lead him into finding himself too interesting, and 
thus becoming ‘absorbed in the excitement of a spiritual drama 
for its own sake’. 

What is clearly wrong with Michael’s in many ways admirable 
moral thinking at this stage is that it centres on Michael—he speaks 
and thinks, of respect for the individual, but the individual in 
question is himself, not the real contingent other people who are 
the objects of love. Miss Murdoch, in an article in the Yale Review 
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speaks again of love as the apprehension of the reality of other 
people, and remarks that ‘I take the general consciousness today to 
be ridden either by convention or by neurosis’,®? which she refers to 
elsewhere as ‘the two enemies of understanding, one might say the 
enemies of love’.5# 

It is possible, whilst not losing sight of James and Michael as 
individuals, to see their moral views as tending towards convention 
and neurosis respectively. If James does not hold the logical empiri- 
cist views of the Ordinary Language Man whom Miss Murdoch 
takes in the Yale Review article as the type of convention, he has 
many things in common with him; a respect for society as it is, 
rules as they are—in his case Christian rules derived from the 
Biblical ‘convention’, but very similar to those of the Ordinary 
Language Man who derives, Miss Murdoch says, from Kant 
through the empiricists. Of him she writes 


the picture is conventional . . . the agent is seen as a being subject to 
rules, surrounded by a civilized society, surrounded in short by the 
network of ordinary language, that is, for these purposes, by the network 
of moral conceptual activity at its most common and universally accepted 
level.54 


If James, then, has things in common with this man who represents 
the surrender to convention, Michael has things in common with 
his opposite, and equal, the Totalitarian Man of Sartre, who repre- 
sents the surrender to neurosis. ‘Sartre’s man,’ says Miss Murdoch, 
‘is like a neurotic who seeks to cure himself by unfolding a myth 
about himself.’ This man is “Hegel’s man who is a clear-cut piece 
of drama rather than an individual’ and who ‘abhors the contingent 
or accidental’. “According to Sartre,’ Miss Murdoch says, ‘a desire 
for our lives to have the form and clarity of something necessary 
and not accidental is a fundamental human urge.’5* All these 
qualities are clearly present in Michael—the myth-making, the 
spiritual dramatizing, the need for finality, which connects with 


his call to the priesthood. 


His lot was rather the struggle from within, the day-to-day attempt to 
be impersonal and just, the continual mistakes and examinations of 
conscience. Perhaps this was after all his road; it was certainly a road. 
But he was irked by a sense of the incomplete and ill-defined nature of 
his réle. Thoughts of the priesthood returned to him more and more 
frequently.56 
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Miss Murdoch, commenting on Sartre’s view of the relation 
between imagination and love, says that he 


presents love, even at its most vigorous, as a dilemma of the imagination. 
. . . Sartre’s lovers are each engaged in perpetual speculation about the 
attitudes of each other. . . . Sartre’s lovers are out of the world, their 
struggle is not an incarnate struggle. There is no suggestion in Sartre’s 
account that love is connected with action and day-to-day living; that 
it is other than a battle between two hypnotists in a closed room.*” 


Here we have again the connection in Miss Murdoch’s thought, 
of truth, moral truth and vision, which is love, with that reality 
which is normal—which is connected, like Bledyard’s human beings 
and great paintings, with being ‘incarnate’ as opposed to imagined, 
inextricably involved in the normal being of ‘action and day-to-day 
living’. Miss Murdoch’s final comment on Sartre is 


It might seem clear in any case that the only way to regenerate the 
imagining spirit is to join it to the world of action. Love is not futile, 
not because we live it more imaginatively, but because we live it more 
externally.58 


This last sentence seems to be directly relevant to Michael’s case; 
what he comes, too late, to see, is that he should have loved 
Nicholas ‘more externally’, have abandoned his spiritual drama, 
in order, practically, not counting the cost, to have loved him. 


The Abbess tells Michael, in an interview where at first Michael 
thinks she is talking of Toby, that he should “go forward’ to love 
Nick. 


Good is an overflow. Where we generously and sincerely intend it, 
we may be engaged in a work of creation which may be mysterious 
even to ourselves—and because it is mysterious we may be afraid of it. 
But this should not make us draw back. God can always show us, if 
we will, a higher and a better way; and we can only learn to love by 
loving. Remember that all our failures are ultimately failures in love. 
Imperfect love must not be contemned and rejected, but made perfect. 
The way is always forward, never back.*® 


Michael, as usual, feels that this is “too high’ for him; “her exhorta- 
tions seemed to him a marvel, rather than a practical inspiration’. 
But, at the end of the book, after Nick has shot himself, Michael 
reassesses the situation and comes to the conclusion that 


G 
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Nick had needed love, and he ought to have given him what he had to 
offer, without fears about its imperfection. If he had had more faith, he 
would have done so, without calculating either Nick’s faults or his 
own.®0 


Love, says Miss Murdoch, is 


the perception of individuals. Love is the extremely difficult realization 
that something other than oneself is real. Love, and so art and morals, 
is the discovery of reality. What stuns us into the realization of our 
supersensible destiny is not, as Kant imagined, the formlessness of nature, 
but rather its unutterable particularity; and most particular and indivi- 
dual of all things is the mind of man.* 


One of the good things in this book is the way in which Nick, 
seen through the eyes of Michael, and to a lesser extent of Toby, 
with a sidelight thrown by our knowledge of his “Byronic passion’ 
for his sister, and close relationship with her, preserves this curious 
opacity, inexplicability, that real individuals have for us. This is to 
a certain extent obscured for us by the relation of his name to a 
more general symbolism for the disruptive force he is. But a careful 
reading of the first account of him as a boy, at the school where 
Michael teaches, impresses one with the skill with which Miss 
Murdoch leaves in doubt—an essential lasting doubt—the precise 
nature of his affection, impulses, motives. We are told that he ‘was 
a master of the art of grimacing and in every way treated his face 
as a mask, alarming, amusing, seductive’. Michael, initially, thinks 
him ‘essentially silly’. Later he stares at Michael ‘with an appearance 
of fascination so bold and unconcealed as to be almost provocative’, 
and later still he seems ‘more sincere, and with that, more attrac- 
five. 

The reader is left in considerable doubt as to whether his apparent 
change is a function of Michael’s own desires, or a real view of him; 
it is, later, equally impossible to tell whether the misleading nature 
of his ‘confession’ is motivated by malice, real religious guilt, or 
unconscious resentment. 

The individual in Sartre’s Chemins, Miss Murdoch says, is ‘Ivich, 
opaque, sinister, unintelligible, and irreducibly other; seen always 
from outside’®; these are qualities which the brother and sister of 
The Bell, Nick and Catherine, share with the brother and sister of 
Les Chemins, Boris and Ivich. It is only looking back that we see 
how skilfully Miss Murdoch has signposted Nick’s feelings for 
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Michael, or through him for the reader, if they care to see—the 
emotion Nick obviously shares when first meeting Michael after 
his arrival at Imber, which Michael, scared of Nick’s sardonic 
behaviour and afraid to compromise his own morals, allows to 
degenerate into a state of apparent ‘apathetic’ non-communication, 
his half-appeals to Michael, which both Michael and the reader 
are uncertain whether to interpret as unpleasant jokes, or real 
appeals made by a man with whom a tremendous effort would be 
needed to break down defences and destroy masks. A clue to the 
reality of the situation is given by Michael’s violent and irrational 
feeling, after having kissed Toby, that what really matters is whether 
Nick should think him unfaithful, or himself “betrayed or aban- 
doned’—Michael dismisses this, because he does not know what 
to do with it, and the reader too, is uncertain what weight to give 
to it, amongst the muddle of Michael’s self-deceptions, desires and 
attempts to be morally as good as possible. SA710G2O 
I have already pointed out how Michael’s love for Nick is made 
suspect as a power for good both by the high-flown language in 
which we are offered it, and by its apparent repetition in Michael’s 
love for Toby: the lesson nevertheless, here, as it is not with Toby, 
whom Michael does not love so much, and who does not need 
Michael’s love, is as Michael reflects too late, that the way is, 
precisely, ‘always forward’. Nick is in this sense analogous to 
Georgie Hands in A Severed Head, in that he is trapped by other 
people’s—in this case, notably Michael’s—desire to keep their hands 
clean. And he comes, like Dora, also trapped, to need, in his 
perverted way, a truth-telling that will clear the air; his revelation 
of the substitution of the bells to Noel is his dark version of Dora’s 
bell-ringing. 
‘There are moments,’ said Nick, “when one wants to tell the truth, 
when one wants to shout it around, however much damage it does’ .®4 


And his truth-telling precipitates the crisis. 
After Nick’s death, Michael comes to see these things. 


He forced himself to remember the occasions on which Nick had 
appealed to him since he came to Imber; and how on every occasion 
Michael had denied him. Michael had concerned himself with keeping 
his own hands clean, his own future secure, when instead he should have 
opened his heart: should impetuously and devotedly and beyond all 


reason have broken the alabaster cruse of very precious ointment.® 
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It is worth, perhaps, recalling here in connection with the idea 
of the alabaster cruse, the connection I have drawn between Dave 
Gellman of Under the Net and James Tayper Pace, since it is pre- 
cisely here that both these in many ways admirable persons fall 
short of Miss Murdoch’s standards. Dave is described as 


a Jew, a real dyed-in-the-wool Jew, who fasts, and believes that sin is 
unredeemable, and is shocked at the story about the woman who broke 
the alabaster vase of very precious ointment and at a lot of other stories 
in the New Testament. . . . There’s no concept Dave hates so much as 
the concept of charity which seems to him equivalent to a sort of spiritual 
cheating.® 


But charity, in its best sense, is not spiritual cheating, it is love, 
which is greater than James’s and Dave’s rules. “And indeed, it is 
of the nature of love to be something deeper than our conscious 
and more simply social morality, and to be sometimes destructive 
Ob Ite" 

The idea of love as a force destructive of the normal (in the 
sense in which this tends towards the conventional) is developed, 
in a technically quite different way, in A Severed Head, which is the 
next novel to consider. But before that I should like, as a kind of 
tailpiece to this incomplete analysis of The Bell, to look a little at 
the universe in which the story is played out. If Michael’s story— 
and the downfall of the community—can be seen as a failure in 
love, how does Miss Murdoch see this ‘love’ in relation for instance, 
to the spiritual life, which is not a story or tragedy, and the human 
freedom we began by discussing? It is worth sorting this out a 
little, here, since the religious universe does not really recur in the 
next two novels, which are more exclusively concerned with love, 
freedom and the normal; when it does recur, in The Unicorn, it will 
be useful to have the metaphysics sorted out already in terms of 
The Bell, which is a more complete, and in my opinion a better 
novel; and is not a fable. 


René Micha (Critique, April 1960) would seem to deny this. 


Dans le cas de The Bell par exemple, une lumiére heureuse baigne tous 
les accidents de la fable, nous la montre comme fable. Notre émotion 
demeure sur le plan esthétique.® 


In so far as this remark is a criticism of Miss Murdoch as a novelist— 
in her sense—of her power to involve her audience in the story 
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without allowing them to observe and take pleasure in observing, 
the logical arrangement of it, it is to a certain extent fair. The same 
critic has remarked also that ‘chez Iris Murdoch la continuité méme 
ne se développe pas sans quelque chose de mécanique, et le fer 
parait toujours sous I’ étoffe’, which is also fair—but to imply that 
the death at the end of The Bell is not to be taken as tragic or moving 
is to criticize it very heavily on its own ground, and to a large 
extent unjustly. The revelation of the extremity to which both 
Fawleys have been driven is shocking in a tragic way, just because 
they have been so incompletely apprehended. In this context it is 
worth looking at Miss Murdoch’s description of the universe of 
tragedy, in her two related articles, The Sublime and the Beautiful 
Revisited and The Sublime and the Good, and comparing it with 
Michael’s state at the end of The Bell. 

The article, The Sublime and the Good, from which I have already 
quoted Miss Murdoch’s criticisms of Kant’s ethics, contains a 
broadening of her analysis of that desire for completeness which she 
remarks in Sartre and other existentialist thinkers. Kant’s notion of 
the sublime (his own feeling on seeing the Alps is the instance 
given) is said to be a sense of the effort of reason to comprehend 
what is before it, and of its own simultaneous failure. Miss Murdoch 
suggests that we might find the idea of Kant himself looking at the 
Alps themselves rather small and ridiculous. 


With the theory of the sublime we have the distressing feeling of some 
vast and wonderful idea being attached to a trivial occasion. Who, one 
might say, cares what sort of emotions Kant experienced in the Alps?® 


She sees Kant’s concept of the sublime as something which just 
misses being a vision of the tragic, because it attaches itself only to 
nature and the Alps, and more importantly, because it springs from 
an unsatisfied and inactive demand of reason. 


The freedom of sublimity does not symbolize, but is moral freedom, 
only moral freedom not practically active, but only, as it were, intuiting 
itself in an exultant manner.” 


And 


The sublime is an experience of freedom, but of an empty freedom, 
which is the fruitless aspiring demand for some sort of impossible total 
perceptual comprehension of nature. Hegel humanizes the demand of 
reason. Reason is now demanding a total understanding of a human 
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social situation—but what is unnerving is that, according to him, reason’s 
demand is satisfied.7! 


Here, on a much larger scale, in Kant’s aspiring to a reasoned 
complete comprehension, in Hegel’s assurance that reality is a 
given ‘totality’, we have both James’s feeling that to conform to 
given rules is to conform to a ‘given’ pattern, and Michael’s ache 
for a clearly defined réle, something complete. It is this need which 
has brought the community into being—a need which is perhaps 
also present in Catherine’s devotion to Dame Julian of Norwich, 
who was assured by God that ‘all shall be well, and all shall be well, 
and all manner of thing shall be well’. Iam not saying that Dame 
Julian’s sense of God as a mysterious unifying power is analogous to 
Hegel’s sense of a totality (with which I am in any case onl} 
acquainted through Miss Murdoch’s exposition of it): I am only 
saying that Catherine’s yearning for completeness is analogous to 
that of Michael or even James, and that they all search for it in the 
half-contemplative life and fail to find it. 

Their failure, in Miss Murdoch’s universe is, I reiterate, because 
they have failed to recognize the unutterable and incomprehensible 
particularity of the individual human being, of the world of action, 
of the reality which we inhabit, in which, according to Miss 
Murdoch, we are ‘sunk’, ‘benighted’. I have already quoted Miss 
Murdoch’s dictum that love is the ‘discovery of reality’ in this 
sense. Love is the recognition that Hegel’s totality is not there to 
comprehend, that reason’s demand cannot, in this world, be 
satisfied. 


Kant’s freedom is an aspiration to universal order consisting of pre- 
established harmony. Tragic freedom implied by love is this; that we 
all have an indefinitely extended capacity to imagine the being of others. 
Tragic because there is no pre-fabricated harmony.” (My italics.) 


Love, the practical world, the incomplete, then, are the in- 
eredients of tragedy, and seem to be the ingredients of the 
world in which we, and Michael, are left at the end of The Bell. 
Dora has her vision of reality and perfection together. James 
speaks of God as perfection and reality together, as something 
so external and remote that we get only now and then a distant 
hint of it. Everard, in the vein of Dame Julian, spoke of God 


as 
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a distant point of unification; that point where all conflicts are reconciled, 
and all that is partial and to our finite eyes contradictory, is integrated 
and bound up.” 


He continues, “There is no situation of which we as Christians can 
truly say it is insoluble. There is always a solution and Love knows 
that solution.’ 

In a Christian universe, then, there is this unimaginably remote 
God, to whom love leads, the love the abbess says is ‘always 
forward’, but desire for God can often become corrupted into the 
‘fantastic’ desire for a rationally or emotionally satisfying total 
experience, or total understanding, and thus—the way of putting 
it is mine, not Miss Murdoch’s—a corruption of Dame Julian’s view 
into Hegel’s. 

I wrote of The Sandcastle that Everard’s ‘remote’ God was juxta- 
posed with Mor’s predicament: this is true of Michael’s situation 
too, at the end of this book, where he has moved into a universe 
which is aware of tragedy, and has the freedom at least of knowing 
the reality this brings. Tragedy, Miss Murdoch says, ‘leaves us in 
eternal doubt. It is the form of art where the exercise of love is 
most like its exercise in morals.’’4 


The fact remains that love which is not art inhabits the world of practice, 
the world which is haunted by that incompleteness and lack of form 
which is abhorred by art, and where action cannot always be accom- 
panied by radiant understanding, or by significant and consoling 
emotions. Tragedy in art is the attempt to overcome the defeat which 
human beings suffer in the practical world. It is, as Kant nearly said, as 
he ought to have said, the human spirit mourning and yet exulting in 
its strength. In the practical world there may be only mourning and the 
final acceptance of the incomplete. Form is the great consolation of love, 
but it is also its great temptation.” 


In a description of Michael’s feelings at the end of The Bell, the 
ideas are the same. 


After Nick’s death, he was for a long time quite unable to pray. He 
felt indeed as if his belief in God had been broken at a single blow, or as 
if he had discovered that he had never believed. He absorbed himself so 
utterly, so desperately, in the thought of Nick that even to think about 
God seemed an intrusion, an absurdity... . He thought of religion as 
something far away, something into which he had never really pene- 
trated at all. He vaguely remembered that he had had emotions, ex- 
periences, hopes; but real faith in God was something utterly remote 
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from all that. He understood that at last, and felt, almost coldly, the 
remoteness. The pattern which he had seen in his life had existed only in 
his own romantic imagination. At the human level there was no pattern. 
‘For as the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than 
your ways and my thoughts than your thoughts.’ And as he felt, bitterly, 
the grimness of these words, he put it to himself: there is a God, but I do 
not believe in Him.7¢ 


To the relation between religion and tragedy I shall return when 
looking at The Unicorn; at the moment I want only to point to 
Michael’s situation in these terms: his freedom is the tragic freedom 
which is the acceptance of the incomplete, and of the ‘indefinitely 
extended capacity to imagine the being of others’ (quoted on 
p- 102) which Miss Murdoch in almost the same words puts here. 


One day no doubt all this would seem charged with a vast significance, 
and he would try once more to find out the truth. One day, too, he 
would experience again, responding with his heart, that indefinitely 
extended requirement that one human being makes upon another.77 


In the interim there remains, beside the incomplete, the symbol 
of the relation of the remote God to the world, the fact of the Mass. 


The Mass remained, not consoling, not uplifting, but in some way 
factual. It contained for him no assurance that all would be made well 
that was not well. It simply existed as a kind of pure reality separate 
from the weaving of his own thoughts.78 


In this, it is the analogue, in Michael’s religious world, of Dora’s 
vision in the National Gallery. 


CHAPTER Vi 


A SEVERED HEAD 


The striking symbol of the petrifying Medusa is interpreted by 
Freud as a castration fear (Collected Papers, Vol. V). Sartre of 
course regards as its basic sense our fear of being observed. 
(L’Etre et le Néant, p. 502). It is interesting to speculate on how 
one would set about deciding which interpretation was 
‘correct’. 


HIS is a footnote from Miss Murdoch’s book on Sartre, 
appended to a passage whose ideas are by now familiar to us. 


Sartre, like Freud, sees life as an egocentric drama; ‘the world is my 
world’ in that it is shaped by my values, projects and possibilities. 
Sartre wishes however, while attempting to lay bare by a pure reflexion 

. the nature of consciousness, to preserve the sovereignty of the 
individual psyche as a source of meaning. For him the psyche is co- 
extensive with consciousness. Whereas for Freud the deepest human 
impulse is sexual, for Sartre it is the urge towards ‘self-coincidence’ 
which is the key to our being. 


A Severed Head could be seen as Miss Murdoch’s attempt to investi- 
gate the problem of which interpretation was ‘correct’, among other 
things; by now it should be clear that no interpretation of events 
which can see life in terms of egocentric drama, or the world as 
‘my world’, is likely to do any character in one of Miss Murdoch’s 
books very much good. And the progress of this book, whose 
ideas are less startlingly different from its predecessor than its style 
and story, can best be seen as a comic and inexorable substituting of 
the ‘hard idea of truth’ for the “facile idea of sincerity’ with which 
both Freud and Sartre in Miss Murdoch’s thinking are to a certain 
extent associated. The ‘truths’ are Freudian and Sartrean truths— 
the protagonist has to come to grips with his own sexual violence 
and fear, and with the “urge towards self-coincidence’, or whether 
his acts are his own—but these truths are only steps on the way to 
the discovery of a vaster and vaguer and more general truth, 
personified by Honor Klein, who combines in human form both 
Miss Murdoch’s respect for the individual—' believe in people, 
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Mr Lynch-Gibbon’—and that Love which we have discussed in 
terms of The Bell, and which is both inevitable and truth-secking. 
‘El m’ha percosso in terra e stammi sopra.’ 

A Severed Head is recounted in the first person by Martin Lynch- 
Gibbon, a wine merchant and amateur historian who took the best 
first of his year in History at Oxford and always regretted in a way 
that he had not become a don. When the book opens he has a 
beautiful and civilized wife, Antonia, some years older than 
himself, and a young mistress, Georgie Hands, a lecturer at the 
L.S.E. He considers himself happy, although Antonia is childless 
and Georgie has had to have an abortion—something for which he 
feels obscurely that he has yet to ‘pay’. His wife then announces 
that she has fallen in love with her psychoanalyst, Palmer Anderson, 
a person of great charm for whom Martin has felt a fleeting homo- 
sexual attraction. She asks Martin for a divorce, and Martin falls, 
or is pushed, rather uneasily, into an attitude of accepting the new 
relationship between the three of them in a ‘civilized’ and even 
‘loving’ way. Matters are complicated by the arrival of Palmer’s 
half-sister, Honor Klein, an anthropologist, who makes Martin 
uncomfortable by suggesting to him that he is ‘letting them off’ 
and that this is good neither for them nor for him. Martin takes 
Georgie to his house and is discovered there by Honor; in a panic 
he pushes Georgie out of the door, thinking Honor to be Antonia. 
Palmer and Antonia then discover (through Honor’s agency) all 
about Georgie; they consider themselves wronged and deceived. 
Martin attacks Honor in the cellar of Palmer’s house; after this he 
writes her a series of unsatisfactory apologetic letters; Antonia 
insists on meeting Georgie; the meeting is most uncomfortable 
for all concerned. 

At this point Martin realizes that he is in love with Honor, with 
an overwhelming urgency that he has never experienced before; 
he goes to Cambridge to see her and finds her in bed with her 
brother. This gives him a power over Palmer that he has not had 
earlier; when Antonia comes to him afraid of Palmer, he strikes 
Palmer and Antonia returns to live with him. At this point Georgie 
becomes engaged to Martin’s brother Alexander, a sculptor, of 
whom Martin had said to Georgie that he Martin, left him all his 
girls when he had finished with them; Georgie however has 
divined that Alexander took them away. The news of this engage- 
ment distresses Antonia disproportionately. Later, Georgie attempts 
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to commit suicide, cuts off her hair and sends it to Martin. Everyone 
visits her in hospital in a most ‘civilized’ way; Georgie enters Palmer’s 
care and Antonia announces that she is going away with Alexander 
who has been her lover ever since she and Martin were married. 
Martin has become hardened; he wants to see neither Alexander 
nor Antonia. He does go, however, to London Airport to watch 
the departure of Honor and Palmer, having refused Palmer’s 
invitation to accompany them to the East. He sees that Georgie is 
to depart with them, ‘enslaved’, he conjectures, by Palmer. He 
returns to his house alone, but is surprised by a knock on the door; 
Honor has, after all, returned to him; she tells him that he is 
‘privileged’ because he saw her with her brother, as Gyges saw 
Candaules’ wife. The two are left to face some kind of uncompro- 
mising future together. 

Bearing in mind the Freudian and Sartrean significances of the 
central image, and my own suggestion of the way in which it is 
extended, let us now turn to analysing the action of the book in 
terms of the central ideas we have met before: freedom, love, the 
‘normal’, power, truth. The first chapter, a conversation between 
Martin, and Georgie, his mistress, introduces, in a formal way, 
several of these.2 The half-brother and sister, Palmer Anderson 
and Honor Klein, are spoken of, and ‘real power’ is ascribed to 
both of them. Martin ascribes his present capacity to ‘worry less 
about the rules’, that is, about the conventional morality that is a 
value in Miss Murdoch’s world, if not the ultimate one, to 
Palmer’s influence; Palmer is ‘good at setting people free’. Georgie 
retorts that she does not ‘trust these professional liberators. Anyone 
who is good at setting people free is also good at enslaving them, 
if we are to believe Plato.’ She adds, ‘The trouble with you, Martin, 
is that you are always looking for a master’, which is seen subse- 
quently to be true. Thus Palmer is seen as to a certain extent respon- 
sible for the ‘liberation’ of Martin from the normal existence and 
obligations of his marriage; he is later seen as to a greater extent 
responsible for a similar ‘liberation’ of Martin’s wife, Antonia, 
whom he takes over and intends to marry: later when Antonia has 
left Palmer to return to Martin, to leave him again for Alexander, 
Martin’s brother, she ascribes this move too, to Palmer’s ‘liberating’ 
activities: ‘ “Anderson woke me up,” said Antonia, “he made me 
in some way more absolute.” ’? But Palmer’s liberation of Martin 
is clearly also an enslavement in ways I shall discuss later. 
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The idea of truth as something consisting of a relation between 
individual human beings is also touched on here, when Martin 
defends his clandestine relationship with Georgie as something 
‘charming’ because it is ‘so utterly private’. Georgie, straightfor- 
wardly, calls it ‘lies’, and says that she fears that ‘if it were exposed 
to the daylight it would crumble to pieces’ (which in fact, after 
Honor Klein has exposed it, it does). Martin replies that 


Knowledge, other people’s knowledge, does inevitably modify what 
it touches. Remember the legend of Psyche, whose child, if she told 
about her pregnancy, would be mortal, whereas if she kept silent, it 
would be a god.* 


It is possibly worth remarking, in parenthesis, that to be a ‘god’ 
is not anything of great value in Miss Murdoch’s eyes—Palmer 
and Antonia are seen as ‘golden gods’ ‘who were my oppressors — 
whilst to be fully mortal and truthful is. But what is important is 
the idea that other people’s knowledge modifies what it touches— 
and according to Miss Murdoch, truth, and thus love and life, 
cannot be reached without abandoning a state of ‘egocentric 
drama’ where other people’s knowledge has been rendered irrele- 
vant. Psyche’s lover was Eros, and what action follows in A 
Severed Head is the unstripping, the making objective, of a series 
of loves—Palmer and Antonia, Georgie and Martin, Honor and 
Palmer, Alexander and Antonia—which renders them all, in some 
way, human in the light of day. This process is set in motion by 
Honor, who shares with Finn in Under the Net ‘a capacity for 
making objective statements when these were the last thing one 
wanted, like a bright light on one’s headache’. It is significant that 
when Martin first meets her it is this capacity that first impresses 
him in her; her reaction to his running errands for his wife’s lover 
is that of the outside world, that in the ‘civilized net’ woven by 
Palmer and Antonia he has been able to ignore. 


She said, “This is an unexpected courtesy Mr Lynch-Gibbon.’ It took me 
a moment to apprehend the scorn in this remark. It took me by surprise 
and I was surprised too how much it hurt. It occurred to me that this 
was the first judgment I had received from an outsider since I had 


* The same image is used of Hugo’s ‘philosophy of silence’ (UTN, p. 93), 
although, of course, Martin’s silence is a selfish mockery of Hugo’s. Martin learns, 
as Jake does, that he must live more in the open, communicate, judge with con- 
cepts, be observed. 


A SEVERED HEAD 109 


officially taken up my position as a cuckold, and I was irritated to find 
that, for a second, I minded cutting a poor figure.4 


The first part of the book is concerned with Martin’s relation with 
the couple, Palmer‘and Antonia. These two are ‘civilized’, and to 
a certain extent complementary. Antonia is descended from 
Bloomsbury, her mother is ‘something of a minor poet and a 
remote relation of Virginia Woolf’. She has many things in com- 
mon with Anna of Under the Net, although ultimately she is seen 
in a less friendly way; she has the same look of ageing blonde 
beauty, a ‘ravaged’ look, and the same beliefin paramount personal 
relations, and in taking life ‘intensely and very hard’. But where 
Anna’s world, though impossible for Jake to attain, is seen to be 
something beautiful and desirable, Antonia’s is a blurring of 
reality, a corruption of truth. 


“She holds that all human beings should aspire towards . . . and are 
within working distance of, a perfect communion of souls. This creed 

. may best be described as a metaphysic of the drawing-room.’ And, 
“Antonia’s undogmatic apprehension of an imminent spiritual inter- 


locking where nothing is withheld and nothing hidden certainly makes 


up in zeal what it lacks in clarity.’§ 


One of the virtues of this book is the way in which the variations 
on the themes are offered-and exposed—the way in which Georgie’s 
‘youthful’ insistence on scrupulous honesty to combat the ‘lies’ is 
seen to be an inadequate and helpless relation of Honor’s truth, the 
way in which Palmer’s way of liberating Martin is similar to 
Honor’s and yet directly opposed to it, the way in which a state 
‘where nothing is withheld and nothing i is hidden’ where Antonia 
is concerned is an emotional muddle, whereas with Honor to tell 
the truth is a liberation (consider the opposed effects on the con- 
fessors of Martin’s confession to Antonia, and Georgie’s confession 
to Honor, of their liaison). Antonia’s metaphysic of the drawing- 
room leads to a state of ‘sincerity’ as opposed to truth, since it 
conveniently refuses to allow for the facts—the violence, the 
ultimate opacity of persons, the transcendence of reality. She is 
brilliantly drawn—the way in which her values subserve her needs, 

in which she is the centre of her own universe and ‘love’ is what 
she exacts from the other characters as a kind of tribute, is part of 
a real novel, as is Martin’s reaction of love and pity towards her 
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when she is confronted with the ruthless young honesty of 
Georgie and he cannot bear that she should seem ridiculous to 
Georgie. 

Palmer Anderson is, as it were, a demonic personification of the 
Stuart Hampshire free man, the man who is ‘rational and totally 
free’, of whom it is said that “The only moral word he requires is 
“good” (or “right’”) the word which expresses decision’. With 
his Scandinavian-American ancestry, and his looks—‘There was 
something abstract in his face. It was impossible to pin wickedness 
or corruption onto such an image’’—his power is precisely the 
imposition of this two-dimensional view of reality, this “dream- 
like facility’ derived from “our current view of freedom’, whereas, 
again quoting Against Dryness, ‘what we require is a renewed sense 
of the difficulty and complexity of the moral life and the opacity 
of persons’ .8 

He has Ordinary Language Man’s power to raise ordinary good 
manners into virtue. “Palmer conveys an immediate impression of 
gentleness and sweetness, almost, so far have good manners here 
assumed the air of a major virtue, of goodness.’® He does not 
respect the irreducible nature of the individual human being; he can 
say “The psyche . . . has its own mysterious methods of restoring a 
balance. It automatically seeks its advantages, its consolation. It is 
almost entirely a matter of mechanics, and mechanical models are 
the best to understand it with.’ He, again, sees sincerity as a 
fundamental virtue. “We are civilized people. . . . We must try 
to be very lucid and very honest. We are civilized and intelligent 
people.’4! The mythical shape of this drawing-room novel allows 
this complex of attitudes—this abstract sincerity with no conscious- 
ness of evil or limitations to understanding and freedom—to be 
seen as a naked force. 

Martin’s attitude of the complacent cuckold is an enslavement to 
Palmer and Antonia. He feels, in their desire to keep him in their 
‘loving net’, or as Palmer calls it, ‘the toils of love’, that ‘if I had 
any power I was already surrendering it’ and that ‘I felt the tender 
bond like a strangler’s rope. . . . I was their prisoner and I choked 
with it. But I too much feared the darkness beyond.’” 

‘It was important to them that I should let them off morally, that 
I should spare them the necessity of being ruthless’, Martin remarks 
—as it was important to him that Georgie should ‘let him off’. But 
he feels, whilst complying, that they are cheating him of his actions, 
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of ‘some special though perhaps fruitless movement of will and 
power; and for this at least I would never forgive them’.!* Here we 
have both a Freudian and a Sartrean enslavement; Antonia and 
Palmer play the part of his parents suppressing with ‘love’ his feel- 
ings of antagonism towards the male and desire towards the female 
(Antonia is older than he, and addresses him constantly as ‘My 
child’); and in Sartre’s sense they are taking away his freedom to 
act from himself. Thus although he acquiesces in their praise of his 
‘civilization’ and ‘goodness’ he is filled, when looking at Antonia 
with ‘a spiritual nausea which made her look to me for a moment 
almost hideous’. 

But if Palmer and Antonia have enslaved Martin, it is arguable 
that he is also, by ignoring the impulse to violence, enslaving them. 
Georgie points this out to him. 


‘I suspect you of wanting to play the virtuous aggrieved husband so as 
to keep Palmer and Antonia in your power. But perhaps I underestimate 
your goodness.’ ‘In my power!’ I said. ‘I’m in their power, it seems.’ 


I have already quoted the passage from The Unicorn where Max 
Lejour, discussing Até, remarks that ‘to be powerless, to be a 
complete victim, may be another source of power’, and from what 
I remember of a scene between Palmer and Martin in the staged 
version of the book, which uses the word ‘suffering’ in a way which 
I associate more with The Unicorn than A Severed Head, it is clear 
that Martin’s position here is analogous to that of Hannah; Palmer 
and Antonia ‘need’ his scape-goat suffering for their freedom—but 
this kind of suffering and freedom are ambiguous and latently 
destructive. 

Martin’s first long encounter with Honor Klein conveys this 
precisely and puts squarely the clash between ‘civilization’ and the 
‘truth’. 


‘Truth has been lost long ago in this situation,’ she said. “In such matters 
you cannot have both truth and what you call civilization. You are a 
violent man, Mr Lynch-Gibbon. You cannot get away with this in- 
timacy with your wife’s seducer.’16 


She also introduces the idea of payment—an idea related to an 
intractable environment, where things do not happen witha dream- 
like facility. Martin, like Michael Meade, cannot opt out of a 
world where power is there and to be exercised. 
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‘Everything in this life has to be paid for, and love too has to be paid 
for. .... Without payment my brother’s patients would be wretched. 
They would be captives. . . . By gentleness you only spare yourself and 
prolong this enchantment of untruth which they have woven about 
themselves and about you too. Sooner or later you will have to become 
a centaur and kick your way out.’ And, ‘if you want to let them steal 
your mind and organize you as if you were an infant, I suppose that is 
your affair. All I say is that only lies and evil come from letting people 
off’17 


At this point, before discussing the way in which through 
Honor’s agency the net is broken and Martin released, it is necessary 
to look at the whole complex of images and associations that centre 
on the idea of the severed head. Before Honor Klein appears at all, 
the prophetic functions of the severed head are introduced in the 
scene in the studio of Alexander, Martin’s sculptor brother, who 
is in the process of creating “an imaginary realistic head’, which, 
when Martin sees it, is at the stage when 


the wire framework has been roughly filled out and then the clay laid 
over it in various directions in long strips until the semblance of a head 
appears. This particular moment has always seemed to me uncanny, 
when the faceless image acquires a quasi-human personality, and one is 
put in mind of the making of monsters.!8 


Alexander’s remarks about it, connect explicitly with the Against 
Dryness concept of naturalistic character as opposed to ‘dry’ fables 
and symbols as a means of apprehending reality. 


“Why don’t modern sculptors do them?’ I asked. ‘I don’t know,’ said 
Alexander. “We don’t believe in human nature in the old Greek way 
any more. There is nothing between schematized symbols and carica- 
ture. What I want here is some sort of impossible liberation.’ 


Here in the connection of ‘liberation’ with real “human nature’ 
we have something we can relate to Martin’s feeling—much less 
clearly realized than Alexander’s—just before the train bearing 
Honor Klein, whom he is waiting for, arrives. He thinks, with a 
selfish dissatisfaction of Georgie, and that 


I wanted love, I wanted, to save me, some colossal and powerful love 
such as I had never known before.19 


In Honor Klein are combined these ‘saving’ qualities of the ‘human’ 
vision of the reality of the head, and the colossal love. 
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For the moment, however, to return briefly to Alexander’s 
head, there are two more points to be noted. Martin continues 


‘I envy you,’ I said. “You have a technique for discovering more about 
what is real.’ “So have you,’ said Alexander. ‘It is called morality.’ I 
laughed. “Rusted through lack of practice, brother.’ 


Here one recalls the dictum of The Sublime and the Good. 


Art and morals are, with certain provisos, ... one . . . The essence of 
them both is love. Love is the perception of individuals. Love is the 
extremely difficult realization that something other than oneself is real. 
Love, and so art and morals, is the discovery of reality.?° 


But Martin’s morals are rusty; he has been ‘let off’ paying for the 
abortion of Georgie’s child, quite apart from his relation to Palmer 
and Antonia. He needs the revelation of the head. 


The head, too, connects with the Freudian aspects of Martin’s 
childhood and his relationship with his family, always present in 
the book, if never obtrusive. His family home, Rembers, is 
described, like many of Miss Murdoch’s houses, as a kind of earthly 
paradise in a Jamesian way. It 


is in my thought of it perpetually clouded over with a romantic, almost 
a mediaeval, haze. It ought most probably to be surrounded by a thick 
forest of twining roses like the castle of the sleeping beauty.?4 


But behind the legend of the sleeping beauty lies violence, at least 
in Miss Murdoch’s idea (this is implicit in the whole plot of The 
Unicorn) and here too is something accepted out of which Martin 
must kick his way. We are told of Martin’s feeling for his mother, 
and of his identification of this with his feeling for Antonia—both 
are seen as enclosing him. 


I recalled [my mother] clearly, with a sad shudder of memory, and with 
that particular painful, guilty, thrilling sense of being both stifled and 
protected with which a return to my old home always afflicted me; and 
now it was as if my pain for Antonia had become the same pain, so 
closely was it blended in quality, though more intense, with the obscure 
malaise of my homecomings. Perhaps indeed it had always been the same 
pain, a mingled shadow cast forward and backward across my destiny.” 


When Martin and Alexander look together at Alexander’s 
sculpted head of Antonia, Martin refers to it as ‘an unfair advantage, 


H 
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an illicit and incomplete relationship’, and Alexander refers it 
explicitly to Freud. “Yes. Perhaps an obsession. Freud on Medusa. 
The head can represent the female genitals, feared, not desired’.*8 

In this sense, presumably, Martin’s relationship to his mother and 
Antonia can be seen—illicit and incomplete as it is—as a fear of 
emasculation, Oedipal in origin (it seems a little unfair to cross the 
t’s and dot the i’s of what Miss Murdoch conveys so delicately and 
so economically); he finds it protecting (Martin needs a master, 
sees himself as a child) and also stifling (he, like Alexander, needs 
a liberation from it). At the end of the chapter he realizes what the 
‘damp, grey, featureless face’ of the unfinished head reminded him 
of. 


When my mother had died Alexander had wanted to take a death mask, 
but my father had not let him. I recalled with a sudden vividness the scene 
in the bedroom with the still figure on the bed, its face covered with a 
sheet.24 


And this too, the veiled last sight of his mother, another kind of 
sleeping beauty, is contained in the significance—for both brothers 
—of the head image—an image which ‘works’ far more subtly 


than that of the bell, throughout the book. 


Once Honor Klein comes into the action, the significances of the 
head image cluster about her, although after Martin’s first descrip- 
tion of her, our next vivid picture is of her body, whilst her head is 
outside the car in the fog; her body ‘sagged and jolted beside me 
like a headless sack’. He sees the seam on her stocking, which 
‘reminded me just for an instant that she was a woman’ and esta- 
blishes for her a strong physical presence in the book thereafter. 
This physical presence reinforces her connection with the Lawren- 
tian ‘dark gods’, with whom she explicitly allies herself. Thus, her 
activities as a ‘severed head’ can be differentiated from the sense 
in which we see both Antonia and Georgie as part of a world where 
the ‘head’, our conscious activity has been severed from the sexual 
impulses of which we are not fully conscious. She is related to the 
Freudian picture of the Medusa’s head as ‘the female genitals, 
feared, not desired’. 

In the scene with the sword, which I find, in the way it is a set- 
piece, and the way it is too deliberately and portentously ‘rich’ 
less satisfactory than her other appearances, she is seen, having 
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brought Martin’s affair with Georgie into the open, as a judge, an 

executioner. She says that the use of the sword is ‘a spiritual exer- 
. > 

cise’, and further defines her ‘truth’. 


‘Being a Christianyyou connect spirit with love. These people connect 
with control, with power.’ 

“What do you connect it with?’ 

‘Tam a Jew.’ 

‘But you believe in the dark gods.’ 

‘I believe in people,’ said Honor Klein. It was a rather unexpected 
reply. 


i 


Cae 


One is reminded of the continuing mystery of Dave Gellman’s 
Jewishness, which is an irreducible human value in Under the Net; 
here, love and power are seen as aspects of a belief in ‘people’, in 
individual human beings who must be not only loved, but not 
‘let off’, judged. ‘People’ is something beyond, say, James Tayper 
Pace’s brotherly love, or Martin’s inadequate attempt to be ‘an 
angel of compassion’, as it is also beyond the kind of power he 
and Palmer/Antonia exercise over each other. 

This scene is followed immediately by the scene which Palmer 
says ‘constitutes an apex’ in which Martin brings wine to his wife 
and Palmer whilst they are in bed together. This is the last scene 
where they are seen as god-like; it is also the last scene where 
Martin is really involved in his réle of ‘angel of compassion’. 

Martin’s spilling of the wine on the bedroom floor is clearly a 
substitute for the act of violence he dare not perform or has been 
cheated of. Palmer’s ordering him to carry the wine down to the 
cellar is sheerly funny in its preposterous quality; but when he 
comes to the cellar and wonders ‘what the inside of a gas-chamber 
could be like’, there is a sense that he is to be judged, that the 
punishment he has been ‘let off’ is to catch up with him. What 
happens is that he makes a violent attack upon Honor Klein, thus 
releasing the violence in him, a process that she herself has set in 
motion. 

But it is clear that what has happened is something much larger 
than simply releasing the violence he feels towards Palmer and 
Antonia; the ‘psychological’ explanation of his first projected 
letter of apology to Honor which suggests that he attacked her as 
a symbol of Palmer’s ‘parental’ dominance, which he unconsciously 
resented, is clearly inadequate, if true. The immediate result of this 
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scene is that he feels unable to make any contact with Antonia or 
Georgie. ‘A taboo seemed set upon the two women’. 

This brings us, having observed the way in which Honor func- 
tions as Sartre’s feared observer, to the ‘taboo’ quality in her, which 
she shares with Freud’s Medusa. 

‘The strangest thing’ about taboo, says Freud, is that anyone who 
transgresses a prohibition becomes prohibited. And Martin, from 
this point of contact with her onwards becomes in a sense, taboo 
to the other characters. They cease to concern him. He has left 
their world. Later he feels of Antonia ‘She seemed, for such mon- 
strous knowledge, too flimsy and too small,’ and he thinks of his 
love for Georgie as a ‘poor pathetic thing’. He feels, he says, like 
‘men who have slept with temple prostitutes and visited by a 
goddess cannot touch a woman after’.?7 

Honor’s taboo quality is recognized already in Martin’s touching 
of the sword and feeling it ‘charged with electricity’. Freud says 
Persons or things which are regarded as taboo may be compared to 
objects charged with electricity; they are the seats of tremendous power, 
which may be liberated with destructive effect if the organisms which 
provoke its discharge are too weak to resist it; the result of a violation of 
a taboo depends partly on the strength of the magical influence inherent 
in the taboo object or person, partly on the strength of the opposing 
mana of the violator of the taboo.?8 


The book from this point onwards is the narration of how Martin 
develops the strength to oppose and equal the power of Honor 
as a taboo object; the real violation of the taboo is his seeing Honor 
in bed with her brother, but the power which impels him to 
Cambridge to make this discovery is released in him by the 
episode in the cellar—after which he feels that ‘the decks are 
cleared for something, some drama or event’. He becomes obsessed 
with Honor, feels that, because of her “extreme untouchability’, he 
has not really touched her, and, peering about in a London mist 
(fog has characterized all his meetings with Honor so far), realizes 
together the contingency of the world, the solidity of things and 
the nature of his ailment. Here again the realization of love and the 
realization of the solid contingency of the world are set together. 


The task of peering through the mist was becoming exasperating and 
painful. I cannot see, I cannot see, I said to myself: it was as if some inner 
blindness were being here tormentingly exteriorized. I saw shadows and 
hints of things, nothing clearly at all. 
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I looked at the telephone box; and as I looked it seemed to take on 
a strange sudden glory, such as is said to invest the meanest object 
in the eyes of those who claim to experience the proof of the exist- 
ence of God e contingentia mundi. Very dimly and distantly, but 
hugely, it began to dawn upon me what the nature of my ailment 
was. It was something new and something, as I even then at once 


apprehended, terrible.?9 


In the next chapter, driven by this love, he pursues Honor to 
Cambridge, and discovers the incestuous relationship between her 
and Palmer. He is not now, in the old sense, enslaved; the lack of 
freedom involved in this love is that of recognizing, and meeting, 
from oneself, the “other’—the contingent object of love. He feels 
this love to be deeper than his earlier loves—‘a love out of such 
depths of self as monsters live in’, a love which has the complete 
authority and real power of ‘the terrible figure of Love as pictured 
by Dante. El m’ha percosso in terra e stammi sopra.’ But his subjection 
to this real force gives him the real freedom in Sartre’s sense of 
self-coincidence. 


Wherever it might lead, it was sufficiently what it seemed and had 
utterly to do with me; I would not, I could not, attempt to disown it 
or explain it away. . . . I was doing what I had to do, and my actions 
were, with a richness, my own.*? 


What Martin sees in Honor’s room is, as I have said, the breaking 
of the taboo; it gives him power over Palmer, so that he can hit 
and damage him later; it gives him, later, privilege with regard to 
Honor, so that, in the final reference to the tale of Gyges and 
Candaules, she can suggest that what he saw privileges him to ‘kill 
Candaules and become King himself’. There is also, I suppose, in 
the laying bare of an act of incest, a kind of catharsis of Martin’s 
own childhood impulses, which, unknown, have been strangling 
him; and the sleeping violence of these, too, is released, so that 
when he later discovers how Alexander, by making Antonia his 
mistress, has, in a kind of sibling rivalry which is at the same time 
a half incest, cheated him of both wife and mother, he can be 
ruthless and liberate himself, if painfully, from the whole complex 


of relations. 
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He says of Antonia at this time 
I could not forgive her and I wanted her out of my sight. I too had 
become harder and more absolute. . . . The talent for a gentler world 
which Palmer had remarked upon was precisely what had now died in 
me. It had been at best no very saintly talent; merely a quieter mode of 


selfishness.*+ 


The talent for a gentler world, that is, is a fantasy; an interpreting 
of the world in one’s own way; in no other novel of Miss 
Murdoch’s does reality obtrude itself with such absolute violence, 
make such uncompromising demands of its hero—although 
Martin’s selfish’ attempt at non-violence may perhaps be seen as 
a less ambiguous analogue of Hannah’s non-violent and ‘selfish’ 
attempt at saintliness in The Unicorn. And the recognition of the 
hardness of real moral cause and effect is revealed in his attitude 
to Alexander. 


It was as if Alexander had done something to the whole of my past, to 
years which stretched far back, beyond my marriage, into the nursery, 
into the womb. That he in whom, more than in any other, my mother 
lived again should so quietly and so relentlessly have defrauded me cast 
a shadow that was like a scar upon an innocence of the past which I had 
believed to be impregnable. 


He remarks that ‘It was not that I judged him morally’—that is, 
to give an instance of such a moral judgment, it was nota judgment, 
however right in its limited way, such as the members of the 
community passed on Dora in her capacity of erring wife, or 
Nicholas as homosexual and drunkard. But he is not tempted to 
try to let Alexander off, or to try to ignore the consequences of 
acts. 


My reaction to Alexander was something much more automatic than a 
judgment and much more relentless. It was odd that the pain of it felt 
so like loneliness. Through him so much of my past had been peopled, 
which was now a stricken solitude.** 


He is thus stripped for his final encounter with Honor Klein, 
which occurs after a scene where he watches Palmer, Honor and 
Georgie at London Airport, a scene which he refers to variously 
as ‘a waiting-room for the Last Judgment’ as ‘witnessing an execu- 
tion’, and as a murder at which he is not sure whether he will be 
victim or assassin. He notices Georgie and reflects that she is now, 
as she was not with him, ‘enslaved’ by Palmer—she had after all, 
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been protected only by her own intelligence and solid youthful 
sincerity, which were not enough. But Honor is seen now as 
‘touchingly mortal’ ‘her demon splendour quenched’. When she 
returns unexpectedly to his house, their final encounter is one 
between equal human beings, no longer something merely dae- 
monic, or monstrous, or totemistic, or mythical. Martin can, for 
instance, tell her that she is talking nonsense when she mentions 
the Gyges and Candaules myth. ‘If I’m only privileged because I 
saw you embracing your brother’. 

Martin, it is to be supposed, is now involved in that cataclysmic 
love—the image is significant, ’the little germ of some great joy, 
tiny still as the image of the whale far beneath the shipp—which is 
freedom and the apprehension of other people. ‘I could not but 
experience her consciousness of me as a kind of ecstasy.’ Mythically, 
this fits entirely satisfactorily, although the suggestion that we are 
to imagine it out into some ‘real’ future, is written, perhaps signifi- 
cantly, in Miss Murdoch’s worst sloppy style. 


I said “Well, we must hold hands tightly, and hope that we can keep 
hold of each other through the dream and out into the waking world.’*4 


I don’t want to discuss the problems of Miss Murdoch’s style at 
this stage—it is in any case not my primary purpose—but the only 
argument in favour of this sentence at this point is that it is what 
people do, at such times, say—and the book has not been constructed 
up to this point with much attention to naturalism of this particular 
kind. One wonders for a moment if it is intended to be funny,* 
but I think it is not; the whole scene, apart from the convincing 
irresistible smile which spreads over the faces of both participants is 
curiously stiff and awkward beside the sharply defined, amusing 
and sinister description of the previous one. 

I spoke earlier of the way in which one form of action or pattern 
of thought is seen in this book constantly to parallel, parody or 
elaborate another; a final pointing of the “degrees of freedom’ 
available to Martin might be seen in comparing his position with 
that of Mor in The Sandcastle. Martin, like Mor, is embedded in a 
life composed partly of his own past acts, relations he has made, 


* IT now think that it was intended to be funny and that I have underrated the 
simply preposterous quality of this love affair; but still feel the scene to be awk- 
ward—the mood difficult to place—as though Miss Murdoch found it difficult 
to find the tone of the requisite tying up of comedy and moral theme. 
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a reality of a kind; like Mor, he falls in love in a violent and com- 
pelling way which leads him to want to break up the structure of 
this reality—although here there are Georgie and Antonia’s own 
vagaries of conduct, to say nothing of the partially neurotic founda- 
tion of the marriage, to complicate the issue, and make it clear that 
ultimately there was less to break up. 

There is a point in the book at which Martin’s situation is clearly 
analogous to Mor’s in that he is offered a breaking-away, a violent 
snatch at freedom, that would clearly be destructive. This is when 
Palmer invites him to leave Antonia and to come away with him- 
self and Honor. Palmer tells him 


‘You want to leave Antonia; and this is not a moment for placating 
your very abstract sense of duty. On the whole “do what you want” 
costs others less than “do what you ought’’.’ 


And 


As a psycho-analyst, I don’t of course imagine that freedom is to be 
won by convulsive movements of the will. All the same there are times 
of decision. You are not a man to be bound by ordinary rules. Only 
let your imagination encompass what your heart privately desires. Tell 
yourself: nothing is impossible.*° 


Martin comments, ‘I had never heard speak more clearly the voice 
that says “all is permitted” ’. 

There is something in this attitude in common with that of 
that other “demon’, Calvin Blick, who, discussing not freedom but 
the related truth, says, “You will never know the truth and you will 
read the signs in accordance with your own deepest wishes.’ But 
reality is not a cipher with many solutions, all of them right ones, 
and freedom is not to be attained Palmer’s way—only, one conjec- 
tures, a worse enslavement, involving Palmer and Honor. In his 
next encounter with Honor, who is instrumental in his refusing 
this invitation, she tells him to “Return to reality’ and “You know 
that there are many ways in which your marriage is alive’. His love 
for her she sees at this stage as ‘dreams’ and she tells him that his 
fascination for her as a severed head is ‘remote from love and 
remote from ordinary life. As real people we do not exist for each 
other.’36 

We have already seen how this is reversed, and how they do 
come to exist for each other as ‘real people’ out of the world of 
gods and monsters. Thus his freedom is not, still, a breaking away 
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from anything; it is something he has grown to fit, certainly, but 
something circumstances have, in the manner of Miss Murdoch’s 
eatlier novels, very conveniently put him in a position to be able to 
take. This brings us back to the curious feeling one has with the 
bell, that those things in the novel which represent both intractable 
reality and the normal are those which, after thought, are most 
clearly seen to be manipulated by the author. ‘Le fer’, indeed, - 
‘parait toujours sous |’ étoffe’. 

However, as far as freedom goes, the ways in which it is per- 
missible, necessary, or impossible, to “break out’ of the solidity of 
an existence, lead us directly to the consideration of the positions of 
Hugh, Randall and Ann in the next book, An Unofficial Rose. 
Martin Lynch-Gibbon has at least the distinction of being the only 
character in Miss Murdoch’s canon to date who is seen per- 
manently to have moved out of his normal life into a possibly 
freer world, and a certainly more absolute one. Dora’s fate is in 
question, and Randall’s move is much more dubiously a move to 
‘freedom’ at all. 


CHAPTER Vil 


AN UNOFFICIAL ROSE 


Am UNOFFICIAL ROSE might be said to centre around the 
Tintoretto painting owned by Hugh Peronett, as The Bell 
centred around the image of the bell itself. At the opening of the 
book, Hugh is seen at the funeral of his wife, Fanny, whose rich, 
art-dealer father had owned the Tintoretto, and had left it to her. 
The themes of the book are two; the relation of the idea of perfec- 
tion to the reality we experience, and the relationship between love 
and knowledge, freedom and necessary lack of freedom in marriage. 
Hugh himself has loved Emma Sands, now a famous detective- 
story writer, but has finally, for some reason he cannot understand, 
decided not to leave his wife for Emma. Hugh’s son, Randall, 
is married to Ann, in some ways the central character of the 
book; together they run a rose nursery. There are two child- 
ren of the marriage, the dead Steve, and Miranda, who is 
adolescent. When the book opens, Randall, a ‘violent’ man, feels 
himself trapped in a loveless marriage; Ann, the conventional, 
deliberately does not see the difficulties. Randall has fallen in love 
with Lindsay Rimmer, the companion of Emma Sands, and is 
involved in an uneasy triangular relationship with Emma and Lind- 
say, vaguely reminiscent of that between Martin, Antonia and 
Palmer. 

The other family involved in the story is the Finch family; 
Humphrey, a civil servant, whose career came to an end after an 
‘incident in Marrakesh which even the British Foreign Service with 
its wide tolerance of eccentricity could not overlook’, his wife, 
Mildred, who has cherished a romantic feeling for Hugh since an 
isolated incident when he kissed her years ago, and Mildred’s 
brother, Colonel Felix Meecham, a gentleman, in love with Ann 
and involved with a French girl, Marie-Laure Auboyer, who is in 
Delhi. Humphrey cherishes a hopeless and distant passion for the 
boy Penn, Hugh’s other grandson, the child of his daughter 
Sarah who married an Australian; Penn is on a visit, having arrived 
in time for his grandmother’s death. Penn, the innocent of this 
book, in his turn, bewildered by the English conventions and 
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scenery, falls in love with his cousin Miranda, in a violent and 
distressing way which he has never experienced before. 

Emma Sands appears at Fanny’s funeral; Hugh is disturbed, and 
his old love is aroused. Mildred invites him to accompany her and 
Felix to India, but he has decided to renew his relationship with 
Emma, which turns out to be difficult. Randall engineers a row 
with Ann and leaves for London; there, Lindsay, who is ‘unscrupu- 
lous’, tells him that she will only leave Emma for him, if he can 
find money to support her richly. Randall asks Hugh bluntly to 
sell his beloved Tintoretto to enable him, Randall, to leave his 
wife and to go away with Lindsay Rimmer. 

Hugh asks Mildred’s advice; Mildred sees that, if Hugh sells 
the Tintoretto, she herself will lose Hugh, who will be able to 
comfort the deserted Emma, but her brother, Felix, will gain Ann, 
who would not leave Randall, but may feel free to love Felix if 
Randall removes himself. So she advises Hugh to sell the picture, 
and he does so, performing an act of ‘vicarious violence’ which he 
sees as redeeming his own passivity in the past over Emma. 

Randall leaves with Lindsay; Ann falls in love with Felix, 
but for a variety of incompletely understood reasons, including the 
machinations of Miranda, who has herself been in love with Felix 
since the age of five, cannot accept the ‘freedom’ he offers her. 
Hugh finds that Emma will not redeem the past, and has simply 
replaced Lindsay with another companion, Jocelyn. He may visit, 
and love her in the imagination, but this is all. She reveals to him 
that she is in fact seriously ill, and contemplating death; she has left 
her money to Penn, who is to be their ‘symbolic child’. Hugh is 
by this in another sense ‘freed’ in that he is now able to depart 
calmly on the trip to India after all, accompanied by Mildred, and 
by Felix, who, having failed with Ann, is returning to Marie- 
Laure. Hugh thus begins a new life in a sense; Ann simply returns 
to her old routines, not exactly waiting for Randall’s return, but 
unable to live any other way. 


The question which always strikes me about An Unofficial Rose 
is ‘Why is it not a better book than it is?’ This issue was raised by 
Angus Wilson in an early review in The Guardian, which made, 
though not in so many words, a point one would reiterate: any 
description of the plot, the interrelations of the characters, the 
ideas even, makes the whole seem a much more complex and signi- 
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ficant structure than it appears to be when one is reading it. When 
one is reading it, there is something perfunctory, something lifeless 
about it, difficult to describe, and yet constantly irritating. Angus 
Wilson ascribes this partly to a kind of self-indulgent snobbery 
which has crept in, both in the matter of the roses, about which he 
feels strongly, and in the matter of social milieux. He also instances 
moments of bad writing; in this book one feels that Miss Murdoch 
often verges on unconscious parody, either of Iris Murdoch or of 
Henry James—what Jamesian tones there were in A Severed Head 
one could ascribe without much difficulty to the comic structure 
of that book. 

My own feelings about the book is that it would have benefited 
from the slower pace, the more intricate and naturalistic description 
of detail which are naturally present in the three-volume novel. It 
needs filling out; there are too many characters here, simply, for 
the space which is allotted to them, as one did not feel, except 
perhaps in the case of Paul, with The Bell. There are loose ends, 
which are not the loose ends of life, are not those small mysteries 
at the edge of our consciousness of the action, which we feel open 
it up and indicate further complexities, but those loose ends which 
we feel are loose because we have not been given enough informa- 
tion about them to see how they function in the story at all. 

Such a loose end is the dead son Steve, who is burdened somehow 
with a significance beyond that of being dead and a son, which 
never quite inhabits the action as it should—compared for instance 
with the Australian father of the other grandson, Penn. He, like the 
peripheral characters in The Bell, is present, economically, to be felt 
as a person and a point of view not sufficiently known or taken into 
account by the other characters; an opacity which enlarges the 
action. 

The other, more serious, criticism I would make of the whole 
work is that, in so far as it consists of two opposed groups of char- 
acters—let us call them, for the moment, the ‘rapacious’ or ‘violent’ 
characters, and the ‘conventional’ or ‘good’ or more neutrally, 
‘normal’ characters—it is only the second group who really have 
the life which the novel at its best demands, and this discrepancy is 
not a fruitful conflict, but a kind of grinding in the works which 
constantly brings one up short against an impatient disbelief one 
feels in the first group of characters which in turn vitiates one’s 
faith in the springs of action of the second. In the second group I 
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would put, obviously, Ann, Felix, Penn, Hugh, his dead wife, 
Fanny, and to a certain extent, Mildred; in the first, Randall, 
Lindsay, Emma Sands, the dead Steve, and the extraordinarily tire- 
some Miranda. These groupings may be seen to centre, as I intend 
to show more fully, around the ideas of the Yale Review article; the 
second group, with-variations, are the Ordinary Language Men, 
whose danger is that they may fall from love into convention, and 
the first are the Sartrean totalitarian characters, who may fall into 
neurosis. Other ideas are at work here, too: this is Miss Murdoch’s 
first sustained attempt to come to grips with the study of ‘goodness’ 
as opposed to ‘freedom’ as a primary term of value; she asks, not 
‘what is it to be free?’ but ‘what is it to be good?’, and in so far as 
she is breaking new ground and her imagination is involved, the 
book has an exciting life. 

But, to return to my criticism of the totalitarian characters, 
principally, of course, Randall, I mean this criticism to be much 
more damning than merely to say that Miss Murdoch has tried to 
show the interaction of a world where consciousness and freedom 
were supreme values with one where ‘unknowing’ and accepting 
and belief in the solidity of the normal were more powerful. This 
could have made a very good book indeed, and Miss Murdoch 
offers us enough pointers to how it would have done if it had 
worked, and they are worth observing. But what strikes me again 
and again is the perfunctory nature of her description of Randall, or 
Emma, or Miranda—one has the sense that she is here wearily 
covering old ground, not living anything new, and the irritating 
sense that one has had before that one is being told things, not 
shown them, not given them; we are constantly told, for instance 
that Emma is ‘dark, perhaps twisted’, that Randall ‘needs forms’ or 
‘is violent’; but in the novel these things have no life, as Ann’s 
muddle or Hugh’s moral problems have; they are manipulated 
counters only. That Randall’s world should seem unreal beside 
Ann’s is part of the purpose of the book, though not the whole 
purpose, but it should have had, say, for real power, the ultimate 
unreality of the community in The Bell—an unreality which springs 
from the real world—and not the fantastic conceptual unreality of 
—what it seems most like—the curious two-dimensional ‘free’ 
characters in The Flight from the Enchanter, Marcia Cockeyne and 
her family, who ‘free’ the romantic Rainborough, much as Randall 
is freed by that other earthly Venus, Lindsay Rimmer. 
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For, after all, Ann is married to Randall, and for Ann’s predica- 
ment to have the solidity it could have had, she needed a husband 
and an opponent who had life. 


Let us deal first, then, with Randall and his freedom. He has 
things in common with the protagonists of The Sandcastle and A 
Severed Head; like Mor, he is trapped in a ‘real’ but to him meaning- 
less marriage; like Martin he is violent, and needs to release his 
violence; like Martin, too, he is easily enslaved. The Emma Sands- 
Lindsay Rimmer ménage of which he makes a third takes the 
strength, the real love, out of him, as Palmer and Antonia sapped 
Martin’s. 


Randall was well aware of the deliberation with which they weakened 
him, with which they turned his love-relation into a play-relation 


He is looking for a master also, as Martin was; he allows Lindsay 
to ‘dominate’ him; he is helpless as a child before the ‘real’ power 
of Emma Sands. 

His needs as he expresses them are those of the Sartrean exis- 
tentialist. He tells Hugh, his father, that he needs ‘form’. 


‘I need a different world, a formal world. . . .’ ‘Form?’ “Yes, yes, form, 
structure, will, something to encounter, something to make me be.” 


As Miss Murdoch says: 


According to Sartre, a desire for our lives to have the form and clarity 
of something necessary, not accidental, is a fundamental human urge.? 


And 


Virtue for total man is sincerity, courage, will: the unillusioned exercise 
of complete freedom.4 


And again, from the aesthetic continuation of the same discussion 


An adoration of necessity, more or less concealed, has always been a 
characteristic of Romanticism, co-existing in the earlier days with the 
wilder, untidy, life-loving, more purely Rousseauesque elements, but 
in later times proving itself more powerful. What is feared is history, 
real beings and real change, whatever is contingent, messy, boundless, 
infinitely particular and endlessly still to be explained; what is desired 
is the timeless non-discursive whole which has its significance completely 
contained in itself.5 
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Randall has all these things: need for form, adoration of necessity 
—consider how he admires his love for Lindsay because it has ‘that 
absolute authority which seems to put an act beyond the range of 
right and wrong’¢admiration of will and sincerity. He has also 
the symbolist hatred of ‘messiness’, which, in both article and book, 
Miss Murdoch associates with the infinitely particular and con- 
tingent individual. The symbolist dislike of ‘mess’ Miss Murdoch 
criticizes as a lack of tolerance and love, as a fear ‘of the real existing 
messy modern world, full of real existing messy modern per- 
sons ...’. It is in this context that one should, partly at least, see 
Randall’s hatred of Ann. 


[Form]. That’s what Ann hasn’t got. She’s as messy and flabby and open 


as a bloody dogrose. . . . That’s what destroys all my imagination, all 
the bloody footholds. . . .7 


Ann I want to treat later; meanwhile Randall’s need for form 
and necessity leads him into the curious relationship with Emma 
and Lindsay together which he feels to have precisely ‘form’, will 
and intelligence and freedom. Miss Murdoch here manipulates 
words like a curious code or shorthand: Emma is ‘the darkness’: or 
there are sentences like these, where one feels that something very 
abstract is being worked out which we are never to see lived or 
human in the novel at all. 


Only through intelligence could such a structure remain rigid; and at 
times he felt the sheer cleverness of Emma, Lindsay and himself, coiled 
like three great muscular snakes at the very centre of the edifice. Yet also 
love was its centre; and perhaps here cleverness was love. With the 
passion of the artist which he now increasingly felt himself to be he 
adored Lindsay’s awareness, her exquisite sense of form, which was a 
sort of dignity of wit, a sense as it were of the movement and timing of 
life which made her like a great comedian. She was shapely and complete; 
and like a kaleidoscope, like a complex rose, her polychrome being fell 
into an authoritative pattern which proclaimed her free.8 


This is not only pretentious writing; it relates to nothing in 
Lindsay which we see acted out which might support Randall’s 
use of such high words of her, even seen ironically—we are told, 
told, told what she is. It is writing which requires knowledge of 
Sartre, of Miss Murdoch’s peculiar uses of words such as ‘love’, 
‘free’ ‘form’ to see what relevance it has at all. It is a substitute for 
an exploring of Randall’s awareness of Lindsay, with love (on 
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Miss Murdoch’s part towards Randall, that is) that would have 
made this a good book. 

However, it provides a convenient ground for discussing Randall 
as an artist, which is clearly related to his sense of form. He is an 
unproduced playwright at the beginning of the book; at the end it 
is clear that he will not be one at all. He is too afraid of the contin- 
gent and the individual, of love in the sense of tolerance. He gains 
Venus Anadyomene, the metallic, ‘artificial’ Lindsay, who is related 
surely to Madge and Sadie in Under the Net; but to gain her he 
causes the Tintoretto to be sold, and in this book, surely if am- 
biguously, the Tintoretto stands where Dora’s experience in the 
National Gallery stood; a vision of perfection and reality united, 
seen with love. 

Randall is self-centred, as the Sartrean existentialist is self 
centred, to whom other people are ‘organized menacing extensions 
of the consciousness of the subject’; (he tells his father “Ann is a 
hysterical woman. ..’), this does not lead, in Miss Murdoch’s view 
to great art, which is not conscious of self, but only, as love at its 
most perfect, of others. Randall is too ‘rapacious’ to be a great 
artist, he has a ‘rapacity such as is the mark of mediocrity in art’.1° 
He has, in contradistinction to his bad novels, his good roses, but 
here too the man-made and imposed forms are inferior, another 
version of the pursuit of Lindsay rather than the Tintoretto, or 
perhaps Ann. 


What was it all for, the expulsion of the red, the expulsion of the blue, 
the pursuit of the lurid, the metallic, the startling and the new? The true 
rose, the miracle of nature, owed nothing to the hand of man.™ 


The roses are associated with Ann, whose capacity for always 
winning the local flower arrangement competitions is here not 
irrelevant—she has, on the other hand, not ‘art’ enough to be good 
at charades or make-believe, a quality she shares with Penn. 

The great work of art, that is, like the rose, is in a sense free, 
because its form is particular, respects the individual, loves and 
includes the contingent—although it is here dangerous, as I hope 
to show later, in the way the religious love of God as a union of the 
real and the perfect is seen to be dangerous in The Unicorn. Emma 
Sands says, ‘Randall may be saved in the end, because at least he 
loves something. Though I’m afraid Lindsay may be only the symbol 
of it.” And his love, like that of the half-contemplative, is danger- 
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ous because it abhors the real world, ‘that incompleteness and lack 
of form... where action cannot always be accompanied by radiant 
understanding or significant emotions’. ‘Form,’ Miss Murdoch 
finishes, ‘is the great consolation of love, but it is also its great 
temptation’!* and it is clear that Randall is ‘tempted’ by it into 
abandoning his real vision of the rose for something less. 

What then does Randall gain, whose progress through the book 
is seen as a moral outburst (similar to the one Mor did not make) a 
gain of financial freedom (similar to the one Jake Donaghue re- 
fused) and a subjection to an overpowering necessity (similar at 
first sight to Martin’s complete subjection to Honor Klein)? Money 
will buy spiritual goods, Mildred assures Felix, and she is of course 
right. What Randall buys is Lindsay, and to see what Lindsay is, 
it is necessary to look at chapter thirteen. In this chapter, discussing 
morals, Randall says to Lindsay 


‘I suppose we are rather unprincipled, aren’t we?’ “We don’t live by 
abstract rules,’ said Lindsay. “But our acts have their places. They belong 
to us.’ “Their places in a pattern,’ said Randall. “Yes. In a form. Our lives 
belong to us.’!4 


One remembers immediately Martin Lynch-Gibbon’s ‘my acts, 
were, with a richness, my own’. But Randall is not in Martin’s 
position, and he thinks immediately afterwards ‘I am talking non- 
sense. My life has not belonged to me for years. And then he 
thought, but it will belong to me, and he felt the shaft of light go 
through him.’ 

But if one is reminded of Martin’s attempt to measure up to 
Honor, it is not Honor, with her respect for truth, to whom 
Lindsay is most closely related. When she remarks that morality is 
depressing, and Randall retorts that her morality is not—‘It in- 
vigorates, it inspires, it gives life. You have a marvellous moral 
toughness. You are so completely honest and genuine’—we see 
that she has, in her ‘sincerity’, much more in common with Stuart 
Hampshire’s ‘free’ man, and with Palmer Anderson. (Again, I am 
not saying that this conversation is well-written, or ‘real’; it has the 
perfunctory, ciphered air about it that I remarked earlier.) Like 
Palmer she is good at enslaving those she liberates. 


She was, he delighted to tell her, a demon, but an angel for him, heart- 
less, but warm for him, a natural tyrant, but for him a liberator. . . . 


But even in Randall’s ‘airy world of the imagination, the world 
I 


130 DEGREES OF FREEDOM 


above the mess of morality’, into which he has ‘risen’, the forces 
of contingency and darkness and restriction are present. At the 
moment when he realizes his freedom, on receiving his cheque 
from Hugh, he feels completely alone, his father assassinated, ‘Even 
the image of Lindsay was dissolved in a big golden consciousness, 
vast and annihilating as the beatific vision.’ Anything golden in 
this way in Miss Murdoch’s novels is liable to be dangerous and 
fantastic—compare Honor’s blackness against Palmer and Antonia’s 
gold, or Denis’s black face in The Unicorn with the gold of the 
family circle gathered together by Gerald Scottow. And Randall, 
proceeding through a ‘Renoir landscape which was suddenly a 
heavenly version of Hyde Park’ remembers Emma Sands. 


All thesame, Emma existed, and with what authority, with what horrible 
contingent power, he suddenly felt as he neared the raucous whirlpool of 
Hyde Park Corner. He felt himself in the mood for another assassination.1® 


But Emma’s ‘contingency’ destroys his freedom, almost at one 
blow. Emma exists and is individual and inscrutable. She manages 
to impinge on his view of his own acts; not only has she had an 
‘agreement’ with Lindsay over him, but she has been to Gray- 
hallock, ‘leaving her snail’s traces. She has even got hold of Ann, 
she has even stolen Grayhallock from me.’ He cries to her, “Don’t 
pretend that it’s you who have done this. It is I who have done it.’ 
But the doubt is sown in his mind; Emma may have stolen his 
action; she is certainly a fact, influencing his life, outside his solipsist 
beatific consciousness. And at the end, when Randall is seen 
enjoying the fruits of his ‘crime’, it is clear, to labour a point that 
Miss Murdoch has already laboured for us, that his ‘freedom’ is at 
best an uneasy thing. 

He sees Lindsay as Venus Anadyomene. 


For reality he made do with a vague shimmering apprehension of 
Lindsay’s continual presence. She was indeed the Aphrodite of the 
world of sleep.?” 


His reality is a ‘making do’, his ‘high up’ region of perfect freedom, 
his ‘paradise of the imagination’ is something he cannot achieve 
because he has ‘a little reckoned without his mind’. 

All this is obvious and two-dimensional; we all know that to be 
financially free and in possession of the beloved is not freedom if 
the mind is not free; and the complications of Randall’s mind have 
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been so without depth that this truism is not clustered about with a 
complication of life as it could have been (consider Michael Meade). 
But in discussing the limitations present in Randall’s ‘freedom’ Miss 
Murdoch, besides mentioning the fact that Randall is still worried 
about Emma and Lindsay, that he dreams constantly of Emma, 
Ann and Steve but never of Lindsay, introduces something more 
interesting. 


There was only one thing in the world that he was good at, and that he 
would never do again. He saw in a vision the sunny hillside at Gray- 
hallock with its slight haze of green and its myriad little coloured forms 
and he sighed. Ann. Through some mechanics of reality the figure of 
Ann remained steady.18 


All this is clear enough and expected; Ann is, as Mor’s wife, Nan, 
was, real to him, normal to him, in a way that cannot be rendered 
nothing by a violent action or crime—the ‘connection’ in a mar- 
riage which is a reality in itself. As he said to Lindsay 


I’m hideously—connected with her. It’s odd how that connection survives 
any real relationship. And it seems to go out into everything. The roses. 
Even the bloody furniture.!® 


But Miss Murdoch complicates this issue further, and gives us a 
glimpse of something, not really achieved, a real conflict that could 
have lived in the novel. 


‘The figure of Ann remained steady,’ she says, ‘but somehow its power 
was broken. . . . Ann’s tyranny was broken, her dead hand was gone. 
Why had he fretted so in the old days when freedom was, after all, so 
easy? Perhaps this, and this only, was what Lindsay was for, to free him 


from Ann. ... Whereas Emma’s awareness of him still seemed to hover 
over him like a cloud, Ann’s awareness of him had vanished, it was 
nothing. . .. And sometimes he imagined weirdly that this put them in 


a new and innocent relationship, as if they could set up house together 
like Christie and Old Mahon; and he would be the boss then.’ 


It is this idea of Ann’s reality as a ‘dead hand’, a negative, something 
from which Randall’s struggle to free himself could be seen as a 
real human need or even virtue, which is complex and interesting; 
this because Ann is clearly not only that, not only negative. One 
remembers again Max Lejour; ‘to be powerless, to be a complete 
victim, may be another source of power’, and from this angle we 
can see in Ann a foreshadowing of the central ambiguity of 
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Hannah, the unicorn, who may be, as it were, a scapegoat, bearing 
other people’s sin, or may be an enchantress, a destroyer, a denier 
of life. Ann herself comes at the end of the book to feel that she 
should ‘free’ Randall, that she has somehow damaged him. 


She was prepared moreover, and especially when she considered the 
wreck of her marriage with Randall and what she had somehow done 
to Randall, to see in her absence of straightforward operative desires 
something corrupting, something deadening. There was in her open 
formless life some dreadful lack of vigour, some lack of any hard surface 
to grasp or brace oneself against; and as she thus accused herself, ready 
almost to call her good an evil, she found herself again echoing some of 
Randall’s words.2° 


Here, it seems to me, is where the real interest of the relationship 
lies—something which has already been suggested in, say, the 
contrast between the ‘good’ Everard and the ‘imaginative’ or 
‘interesting’ Demoyte; something, also, inherent in the fact that 
Hugh, although he knows the ‘good’ thing would be to give the 
money from the sale of the Tintoretto to Famine Relief (as Everard 
gave part of his salary, which caused his food and his coffee to be 
bad), wants to do something violent and imaginative (and selfish). 
The question of goodness, and why it so often seems slightly 
repulsive, or uncomprehending, or unattractive, or dead, Miss 
Murdoch has excellently come to grips with in Ann, to whom we 
must now turn. But if the issue had not been prejudged so heavily 
—if Miss Murdoch had managed to put in the place of this abstract 
and fantastic Randall a real man, treated, to criticize her on her 
own ground, with love, whose need for freedom from deadness 
and convention she could treat with the tolerant agnosticism she 
herself requires, the book—and Ann—would have been better. 


* Py * 


Thisjneedful and homely finality would be ludicrous if it attempted a 
finely acted consciousness of its state. It is supremely undramatic and 
unselfregarding; it succeeds by taking for granted. And, homely or 
ludicrous or not, we receive the intimation that it is in this kind of 
relationship that love as a permanence must do its work. 

The conventional and the mysterious are closely allied, are indeed one 
and the same thing. It is the conventional act which challenges the imagi- 
nation and produces mystery, not the daring and emancipated act: and 
mystery as James sees and presents it is the very stuff of life... . For the 
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convention of not-knowing . . . is allied with the moral impossibility of 
knowing completely.?? 


These two quotations are from John Bayley’s book, The Char- 
acters of Love, fronr the chapter on The Golden Bowl, Love and 
Knowledge. Miss Murdoch acknowledges her debt to her husband’s 
ideas in the issue of Encounter in which Against Dryness appeared; 
the values in this book, the love for whole, inscrutable, unpredict- 
able characters, human beings, the sense of reality, are closely allied 
to those we have already been studying. The respect paid here to 
‘love’ in the first paragraph, to mystery and ‘the moral impossi- 
bility of knowing completely’ in the second, are something we 
should recognize. And I would suggest that Miss Murdoch’s depic- 
tion of Ann and the nature of her “goodness’ are closely related to 
her husband’s concept of the nature of the goodness of Adam 
Verver and more particularly of Maggie, in The Golden Bowl. 

Here is Maggie, according to John Bayley: 


Maggie’s resentment is muffled and yet attentive; she does not glory in 
it as she does not glory in any of the emotions; her lack of their kind of 
immediacy and spontaneity is the chief cause of her repelling so many 
readers. Yet it is an effect on which the author insists, and he will not 
temper her goodness with aesthetic vitality or a tendency to muddle. 
She is good, but her goodness is subject to the author’s deliberate ‘appeal 
to incalculability’; like that of the observed person in life, it remains 
incomplete and open to question.?% 


And 


it makes her exceedingly human, not necessarily in the sense that is the 
opposite of ‘inhuman’, but in the sense in which we are actually sur- 
rounded in society by such human beings, the sense—oddly enough— 
in which to be human is to be virtually unknown. 


And 


Maggie, on the other hand, rejects both her immediate impulses and the 
desire for knowledge, and finds in the refuge of convention and deli- 
berate ‘ignorance’ salvation both for herself and for the others. She 
burrows back into the hallowed darkness of ‘the forms’, like an animal 
seeking shelter, and the ambiguity of appearance may make us wonder 
if there isn’t resentment and cruelty in her action, or if she is not at least 
repressive, priggish, and narrow-minded. But however that may be, 
there is no ambiguity in the sense which James conveys to us that to 
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support convention intelligently and savingly is at least as remarkable 
as to defy it. 


Mr Bayley points out that readers have seen the action of The 
Golden Bowl in two very different ways—as the triumph, in Maggie 
and her father, of innocence and unknowing over cleverness and 
duplicity, or as the trapping and ‘collecting’ by the ‘monstrous’ and 
‘dead’ Ververs of the live Prince and Charlotte. Mr Bayley allows 
the ambiguity to stand, whilst making it clear that he considers 
Maggie and her father to be exercising real love and goodness; he 
is helped in this by his own belief that “knowingness’, as repre- 
sented, say, in Iago, is the force opposed to ‘love’. (Naturally, I 
simplify.) It is clear that this opposition between knowing and 
loving, or knowing and goodness, is also present in An Unofficial 
Rose; Randall’s relation with Lindsay and Emma, like the Prince’s 
with Charlotte, rests on a sense, we are told, of intelligent com- 
plicity, And Randall sees Ann’s goodness as destructive. 


“Ann lives by rules and her acts don’t have places, they don’t belong any- 
where. It is a very depressing thing to witness. . . . Ann is abstract.’ He 
spoke with a sudden passion. What was it he so positively hated here??6 


Ann’s good is a state of unconsciousness; she refuses to imagine 
what Randall is doing away from her in London, she refuses to 
notice—until the end—how much his feeling for her is a positive 
hatred; she takes refuge in the ordering of house, garden, rose 
nursery, flower arrangements, from thinking about what she is 
doing. 

Like Maggie 
She thought it better that her imagination should not entertain images 
of her husband’s unfaithfulness: and in a way which was obviously 
incredible to Mildred she had not even felt curiosity about Randall’s 
doings when he was away from home. How true her instinct had been 
she had occasion to know after Mildred had suddenly crystallized the 


situation by mentioning a name.?” 


And when Douglas Swann is interrogating her about Randall’s 
defection, she finds her strength in not-knowing and convention. 


She could feel Swann’s attention like a plucking of many strings. It was 
as if he wanted to break her down. Perhaps he did, even if unconsciously, 
want to break her down so that he could console her. There were a 
hundred things that she ought to be doing. She had promised Bowshott 
that she would help with the spraying. The proofs of the catalogue must 
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be corrected. Miranda’s clothes needed attention. She said, ‘Well, I doubt 
if Randall has any love left for me by now. It doesn’t matter.’ But it did 
matter. What else mattered if this didn’t2?8 


Allied to this accepting, loving, not thinking quality in Ann, there 
is a refusal to blame, or hate, which makes a scapegoat of her—a 
much less ambiguous scapegoat than Hannah Crean-Smith—but 
one which results directly from her own openness and lack of will 
in this direction. 

Something had been wrong, indeed, with her relations with Miranda 
since Steve died. The same was true of her relations with Randall. 
It was as if everyone blamed her for Steve’s death. Or as if, she sometimes 
a little resentfully thought, since the others wanted to blame someone 
and she did not, she made a vacuum into which their blame ran.29 


Hugh, at his wife’s funeral, recalls Randall on this issue, saying that 
“Ann had never forgiven him’ and comments to himself, ‘It was 
rather perhaps that he had never forgiven Ann upon whom by 
some insane and fantastic logic he had seemed to fix the blame of 
his bereavement ’.*° 


But Ann, like Maggie here too, is human—‘in the sense in which 
to be human is to be virtually unknown’. Her goodness, like 
Maggie’s, like that of ‘the observed person in life’, ‘remains both 
incomplete and open to question’. In this she resembles Hugh too, 
whose goodness is not meaningful to him, and is incomplete. She 
remains ‘in the world of practice, the world which is haunted by 
incompleteness and lack of form’, to move to Miss Murdoch’s 
terminology from Mr Bayley’s. Like Maggie, she is capable of 
showing resentment—in the scene which Randall engineers to 
ensure his own departure from Grayhallock, Hugh is surprised by 
the readiness with which she produces anger, even petulance; so is 
the reader, but the surprise is an aesthetic pleasure in the reality of 
Ann as a woman. 

Donald Swann in this novel serves fairly obviously the function 
of presenting the point of view of that ideal world I have men- 
tioned before in connection with the sermons of Everard or James; 
he also throws into relief Ann’s possible human goodness, as opposed 
to goodness seen in terms of the imagined and distinctly perfect 
God. Miss Murdoch has given him depth by suggesting his ‘love’ 
for Ann, ‘in a way which was the tiniest bit more than pastoral’, 
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which causes his wanting to ‘break her down’ to be morally 
ambiguous, and himself to occupy a more than symbolic space. 
What he says is to be taken seriously; this is made clear by the 
description of him, seen through Hugh’s eyes. Physically, he is 
described with a gentle mockery, but Miss Murdoch adds: 


He had, with his rather smart black suit, and crisp dog-collar, a pro- 
fessional air of slightly self-conscious benevolence, a sort, as it were, of 
clinically compassionate stoop. Yet, and this too Hugh had had occasion 
to remark, although the context for thinking him an ass was almost 
completely there, the judgment could not quite be made: the elusive but 
indubitable light of intelligence flickering in that mild visage forbade any 


too casual dismissal of its owner.*! 


In the conversation immediately preceding the departure of 
Randall, the moral tone of the three—Hugh, Ann, Swann—is set 
by a reference to the innocence of the young—Penn in particular, 
the Toby of this book—and whether they should be taught to hate 
Hitler. Ann, who has thought about it, does not know. Swann 
argues that only love has clear vision, and that ‘there can be, even 
for Hitler, a sort of intelligent compassion. . . . The young have 
escaped the terrible compulsion to hate which is our lot. They 
should be left uncorrupted and judged lucky.’ Hugh argues 
robustly, ‘As the world runs, evil soon makes tools out of those 
who don’t hate it. Hatred is our best protection’,®? and one feels 
again the pull between the practical world, where it is not certain 
that Hugh’s view does not produce the best results, and the ideal 
world, where it may just be possible to purge inherent violence, 
but where, in practice, the attempt to love comes perilously near 
to fantasy. We are left with Ann’s not-knowing again as a kind of 
touchstone of virtue. 

In Ann’s first conversation with Douglas it is he who puts for- 
ward, on the whole, Miss Murdoch’s point of view. He pleads for 
‘love’ which he says, here echoing Miss Murdoch in a passage I have 
already quoted, ‘is a duty, and it is a matter much more genuinely 
subject to the will than is commonly supposed nowadays’.3* 

* ‘I do not agree that only practical love can be commanded, and I cannot 
think why Kant, who attributes such majesty to the human soul, should hold 
that any aversion was strictly ‘unconquerable’. Pathological love can be com- 
manded too—indeed if love is a purification of the imagination, must be com- 


manded. But the fact remains that the love which is not art inhabits the world 
of practice.’ (The Sublime and the Good, p. 55.) 
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Ann, who has earlier felt that ‘her long battle with Randall had 
seemed progressively to empty the certainties by which she lived, 
as if the real world were being quietly taken away grain by grain, 
and stored in some place of which she had no knowledge’, now 
protests that her love for Randall is ‘imperfect’ and herself ‘shape- 
less and awkward’. Douglas replies, stating neatly the positive side 
of Ann’s goodness 


Shapeless and awkward. Precisely. We must not expect our lives to 
have a visible shape. They are invisibly shaped by God. Goodness accepts 
the contingent. Love accepts the contingent. Nothing is more fatal to 
love than to want everything to have form.*4 


Ann states that Randall needs form because he is an artist. “He is 
a man before he is an artist,’ said Douglas with magisterial severity. 
This is what we feel: this is, like James Tayper Pace’s pronounce- 
ments, a judgment—Ann’s real charity, real ‘agnostic’ love, become 
apparent when her answer to this judgment is to feel ‘that she could 
not stand much more of this discussion. She hated this sense of their 
cornering Randall.’ I say ‘agnostic’ in the sense in which Miss 
Murdoch uses it, in the Yale Review article, to define the quality of 
the great novelist. 

The man I have in mind, faced by the manifold of humanity, may feel, 
as well as terror, delight, but not, if he really sees what is before him, 
superiority. He will suffer that un-dramatic, because un-self-centred, 
agnosticism which goes with tolerance.* 


Ann will not ‘corner’ Randall, and this is better than to know why 
he is wrong. 

Ann, unlike Maggie, does not finally and completely exercise 
power, nor does her unknowing lead to any obvious increase in 
understanding or love. She does not trap or master Randall, she 
does not entirely successfully refuse to know. Under pressure from 
Mildred and Emma Sands she is made to come out of her refuge 
of unknowing and to ‘know’ both that Randall has a mistress, who 
that mistress is, and that she herself and Felix Meecham are in love. 

This is brought about by Mildred, who says “You know that 
Felix is terribly in love with you?’ Ann reflects, along the lines of 
the Maggie-unconsciousness 
Mildred had led up to her moment of theatre, but she must be cheated 


of it and sent away empty. There must be no drama here, no possible 
foothold for the imagination. What Mildred was trying to conjure up 
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must be made nonsense of, must be made not to exist. The thing must be 
laughed off briskly, Mildred must be clapped on the shoulder and taken 
to her coffee. There must be no admission of knowledge or interest, no 
confused looks, nothing. Again it was no and nothing. 

‘Yes,’ said Ann.*6 


Footholds for the imagination are what Randall craves and says 
that Ann destroys; but from this moment of admission she struggles 
in an unfamiliar world of consciousness and potential freedom, 
which centres around her love for Felix. Randall’s removal, after 
Hugh’s ‘crime’ upsets her pattern further; she has had “a total grasp 
of his existence which was perhaps, after all, love’,*” but now she 
feels both jealous and more consciously passionate towards him. 
Here—although in this book Miss Murdoch seems to set a higher 
value on the lack of reflection in her unknowingness—her state 
parallels that of Nan in The Sandcastle, who feels, with the same 
shock of losing her husband, the same withdrawal of the pressure 
of the normal, of ‘reality’, the same new need to reflect where 
before ‘her normal existence had not demanded, had even excluded, 
reflection’. 

When discussing The Sandcastle 1 suggested that Nan was in a 
state of mauvaise foi, and that ‘It is in terms of a dispersal of this gluey 
inertness that Sartre pictures freedom.’ Miss Murdoch, in the Sartre 
book, describing the modern sense that 


meaning and purpose do not reside as objective facts in the world of 
things . . . that personality is not a substance with which we are endowed 
by nature, but an inward integration which may be achieved only by 
decisive choice of oneself (Sartre). 


comments, quoting Wittgenstein ‘in the world everything is as it 
is and happens as it does happen. In it there is no value’, that 


when purposes and values are knit comfortably into the great and small 
practical activities of life, thought and emotion move together. When 
this is no longer so, when action involves choosing between worlds, 
not moving in a world, loving and valuing, which were once the rhythm 
of our lives become problems. Emotions which were the aura of what 
we treasured, when what we treasured was what we unreflectively did, 
now glow feverishly like distant feu follets, or have the imminent glare 
of a volcanic threat.°8 


Ann, as a result of Hugh’s ‘crime’, is thrown into precisely this 
state of ‘choosing between worlds’ and, faced with the possible 
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‘freedom’ involved in loving Felix (a situation which does not 
confront Maggie’s virtue), she finds herself in a position where her 
old emotions indeed ‘glow feverishly like distant feux follets’. 

For the fact was, that, keeping pace demonically with her love for Felix, 
there had developed in her a dark new passion for Randall. It was as if 
one were the infernal mirror image of the other. . . . Being in love with 
Randall in this way was something entirely painful with a brutality of 
its own. . . . It was quite unlike her old romantic love for the young 
Randall, or her steady married love for her husband. She was not sure 
indeed how she recognized it as love at all. It was a kind of mutual 
haunting.®9 

She is faced in fact by a kind of choice, a kind of act of will, 
which Sartre would approve, but which is quite alien to her way of 
life or love, and she finds it daunting. During her second moral 
conversation with Swann, concerning the nature of the marriage 
bond, Swann tells her that she must continue to love Randall, that 
‘If you can love him now and keep him in your heart that will be a 
joy that is better than happiness’, and when Ann says ‘I don’t know 
what I’m like any more. I feel now I’ve lived all my life in a state 
of unconsciousness’, he tells her explicitly, “Being good is a state 
of unconsciousness.’*° 

But Ann reflects that ‘what she had to do with now was con- 
sciousness’ and thinks further ‘His words which in him were good 
words, were at her side of the picture temptation, almost corrup- 
tion. Whatever she could do for Randall, she could not do that. A 
saint might do it, but she could not. She could not thus hold him; 
and as she imagined this “holding” she saw it almost as vindictive, 
revengeful, something to do with death.’ 

This prefigures one side of the myth of The Unicorn, in that 
Hannah’s suffering and ‘holding’ might also be seen as a revenge; 
it also looks back to Hugh’s act in abandoning Emma for his 
marriage—a saint’s act, an act he feels ‘too high’ for him. Ann 
allows herself to wish for ‘freedom’ in Sartre’s sense, even partially 
in Randall’s sense, and to feel value in setting Randall free from her 
own negative power. She sees things with ‘a sort of realism which 
she still hesitated to dignify with the name of truth’. 

But like Hugh, inexplicably, although wanting it, she does not 
break free. This is partly owing to the action of the predatory and 
powerful-willed Miranda; partly to the fact that both she and 


Felix, who is an officer and a gentleman, are bound by convention, 
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and cannot in the last resort make movements of the will. Ann 
cannot love Felix because she wants him; a problem which recurs 
in Miss Murdoch’s work—clearly it is good to renounce the self, to 
‘crucify our own selfish desires’, but at what point does this become 
fantasy, retreat, a refusal to inhabit our own universe, our own 
reality? The problem recurs in The Unicorn; here, as in life, it is 
posed but not answered. Felix feels that there is something wrong 
in Ann’s renunciation of himself. 


That he should be so almost mechanically renounced with the renuncia- 
tion of her own will seemed to him too cruel. He was to be destroyed, 
with her, by the sheer overbrimming existence of the absent Randall.4? 


(It is interesting in this context that the much more forceful 
Mildred feels much the same about Hugh; once she sees that to 
advise him to keep the Tintoretto would serve her own ends, she 
cannot do it; a curious moral truth which is both unexpected and 
real in the novel.) And Felix, although Ann is pleading with him 
silently to exert the necessary violence, cannot do it—here he is to 
be likened to Effingham, who, like him, hears and ignores a silent 
cry for help from his imprisoned lady. 

At the end of the book Ann returns to a state of unconsciousness 
—a state not certainly morally preferable to love for Felix, to “what 
was rational and beautiful and free’,4* but a state to which ‘her 
whole life had compelled her’.“4 

She does not think that she has been moved by duty, or by 
selfish desire; she is less certain that she has not been moved by 
Miranda, but when she finds in the bonfire the pieces of torn 
photographs which are the evidence that Miranda has done what 
she has done out of love for Felix, she feels, and Miss Murdoch 
convinces us that she feels, no resentment. There is a real un- 
certainty about Ann’s final state which does successfully echo the 
incompleteness, the lack of clarity, of understanding, of moral and 
spiritual certainty that one feels about life in the world as we meet 
it. It is not certain that in the strict, judged sense presented by 
Swann Ann is good; it is made abundantly clear that the feeling for 
Randall—even Miranda—which causes the act is ‘more like some 
unrealistic haze of sentiment than the heavenly love desiderated by 
Douglas Swann’.45 But Ann clearly is, even if her acts have been 
stolen from her by Miranda. Her reality is directly opposed to the 
‘inward integration which may be achieved only by decisive choice 
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of oneself’. If she is not free to know and love Felix, she is abund- 
anly aware of the transcendence of reality. 

She cannot make, to quote John Bayley, ‘acts of visibly analytic 
consciousness’ .“6 “She was not framed for recognizing, let alone 
grasping, her own felicity.’ She does not try to understand. ‘Felix 
would never understand either. But to be understood is not a 
human right. Even to understand oneself is not a human right.’ 
She thinks of dead Fanny and dead Steve, and ends on a note Miss 
Murdoch’s whole concept of reality goes along with. 


She had not known them. She did not know herself. It was not possible, 
it was not necessary, it was perhaps not even proper. Real compassion 
is agnosticism; and we must be compassionate to ourselves too. Tasks 
lay ahead, one after one, and the gradual return to an old simplicity. 
She would never know, and that would be her way of surviving.%” 


Between Randall’s simple ‘freedom’ and Ann’s complete lack of 
it in any corresponding sense, there is the story of Hugh, like a 
variation on a theme, and perhaps as a pendent, to point the way 
in which Miss Murdoch has complicated the main issues, it is 
worth looking at him. There are also Penn and Miranda, whose 
situations I do not propose to examine at any length. They are, 
clearly, the young versions of predator and hunted animal—or, in 
another sense, neurotic and conventional. Penn at moments of 
crisis haunts Ann as Nina and Miss Foy, those other innocent 
victims, haunted Rosa. Their extreme first passions, Penn’s love for 
Miranda, Miranda’s for Felix, serve to throw into relief how 
embedded in life and history are the problems of their elders; the 
adolescent is, in Miss Murdoch’s thought, ‘the centre of an extreme 
decision’, as she says of Sartre, as the historical individual with a 
life behind him cannot entirely be. Miranda I find unconvincing— 
fantastic and even chi-chi, with no depth to make these qualities, 
which undoubtedly exist in life, interesting or important. The 
shock revelation of her love for Felix—a moment which should be 
analogous to the very real and dramatically entirely successful 
shock of the revelation of Catherine’s love for Michael Meade— 
falls, I am not quite sure why, quite flat. Penn is better; the inno- 
cence and freedom of his sense of his Australian nationality, cor- 
rupted by the English-novel Englishness of the setting, are good; 
socially, he enlarges one’s concept of freedom by disliking even 
Ann for not treating the servants as equals; physically, his dream of 
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a free Australia opens up spaces out of the English greenness, 
wetness and rose gardens which are like Hugh’s and Mildred’s 
projected voyage to the East. And the death of his imagined 
freedom under the power and violence of his love for Miranda is a 
real death which matters. 


For a time the myth of his past seemed dead, the great image of the new 
free man, in the appallingly ancient land. They were far off now, the 
drooping myalls and the lordly kurrajongs and the crimson quondongs 
and the spotted leopard trees. The huge coloured country might have 
been a dream; and Penn apprehended with alarm a sort of failure within 
him for the first time of his sense of nationality. It was no use, in the 
crisis which faced him, being, even, an Australian.® 

Connected mainly with Penn and Miranda too, is the German 
dagger—a ‘planted’ symbol of Miss Murdoch’s less impressive 
kind, like the samurai sword of A Severed Head; given by Felix to 
Steve, and passing through Ann’s agency into Penns’ possession, 
desired by Miranda, it bears with it in an artificial way the rash 
violence, the savagery, which is suggested in the conversation I 
have quoted about hating Hitler, and impinges really upon Penn 
in the scene where he attempts to return it to Miranda. 

Miss Murdoch believes that violence is a power, an inescapable 
power in the world, but her moments of open violence are often 
artificial and mechanically symbolic; she is better at the muffled 
spiritual violence of the intellectual civilized world. There is some- 
thing amateurish, something contrived, about Penn and Miranda. 

Although, if one stops to think about Penn in his innocence 
loving the toy soldiers, the gentle Felix, developing from a boy 
who lived in ‘a world of knives and ropes and things’ into an 
officer and gentleman exercising a violent profession and bringing 
back the dagger as a trophy, compelling Miranda’s love, the 
thing has a non-immediate complexity which puts it into the 
world of real and necessary savagery of The Flight from the 
Enchanter, and not that of A Severed Head (which is entirely intel- 
lectually contrived), a world again occupied with Hitler, where 
Nina’s dream of a free Australia, like Penn’s memory of it, is myth. 

However, this point does not need expanding; let us return to 
Hugh, who, burdened neither with Randall’s theoretical freedom 
nor Ann’s slightly exalted virtue of not knowing, survives sheerly 
by virtue of taking life as it comes, and opens and closes the book, 
Hugh’s position with regard to morals and freedom is half-way 
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offered his moment to break loose from his ‘normal’ marriage and 
to choose a compelling love. Like Ann he rejects his ‘freedom’ for 
no very apparent reason, but he is able to tell both Emma and 
Randall, whose imagination has been at work on his father’s past 
choices, that on the whole he regrets it. It is worth pointing out 
here that whilst the marriage Ann saves by her act of rejection is 
something which requires an act of faith to give it any reality, 
Hugh’s marriage has been ‘real’ enough, worth saving, although 
Hugh cannot—as in life we cannot—see it usually, or with deep 
conviction in this way. 


No great store of spiritual energy had been liberated by his sacrifice; and 
his action, too high doubtless for any context he could sustain for it, 
appeared to have had merely a destructive effect. He had passed years in 
a resentment against his wife which had gradually deadened his tender- 
ness into pity and his pity into a dull resigned companionship. Their 
marriage had become a hollow frame. It was for this solid but echoing 
framework, its painted exterior so bravely held up to the world, that he 
had given up the peril of a great love.” 


This is what we are told of Hugh’s thoughts during the funeral 
of his wife; at the end of the book, having attempted to remake the 
past and failed, Hugh can treat the idea of Fanny with a less de- 
manding respect. He thinks of Emma, and that ‘after all he had 
doubtless in the old days turned her down for some good reasons’, 
and of Fanny, not as a resented wife, but as an individual. 


Poor Fanny! She had had, like Ann, her simplicities. He had indeed 
sometimes thought of her as a miniature Ann. Yet why miniature? Ann 
was not so large after all, nor Fanny so small. Fanny had had her life, 
she had been something. . . . It was as if at the end he had recognized in 
her a dignity she had had all along, but had kept humbly lowered, like 
a dipped flag or a crumpled crest. He was glad, after all, that he had 
stayed with her. He was glad that he had been good to her. 


The situation, of course, is not as simple as this; it is clear, for 
instance, that Emma has suffered and paid for Hugh’s act—although 
not sufficiently clear since Emma is never fully realized. It is also 
clear that Hugh’s ‘crime’ in selling the Tintoretto is not of the same 
order as Randall’s ‘crime’ in leaving Ann. Mildred refers to it as 
‘violence’—‘a vicarious violence, a symbolic redemption of the 
past’, but as Miss Murdoch remarks in connection with Penn’s 
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battle with Miranda, “Between imagined violence and real violence 
there is a dimension of difference.’*! And Hugh’s violence is 
vicarious and, in this sense, imagined. This brings us back to the 
Tintoretto, for which Hugh thinks he may have married Fanny. 


Perhaps indeed he had married her for the Tintoretto, as in a curious 
muddled way it had sometimes seemed to him in his dreams when his 
poor wife and the picture became strangely identified with each other.®? 


Mildred, however, thinks of the picture that 


It was a picture which might well enslave a man, a picture round which 
crimes might be committed. . . . Fanny had wanted to sell it. Small 
Fanny had feared it perhaps: Hugh’s golden dream of another world. 


Here it is clear that the picture is, as I said earlier, like Dora’s vision 
in the National Gallery, the place where perfection and reality 
meet; Hugh wishes (like Randall) his marriage to have the beauty 
and necessity of the picture. But marriages are not like pictures, and 
art—like the contemplative life—is ‘another world’ where reality 
and apprehensible form coexist. Thus curiously, although Randall 
makes his father sell his “golden dream’ to further his own escape 
into the world of form, and loses his own vision of perfection and 
reality thereby (in the roses), Hugh, after his moment of imagined 
violence, is enabled to see reality more clearly for what it is; to 
respect Fanny not merged in the Tintoretto, to let the ‘necessity’ of 
his love for Emma go, to inhabit the world which is not consoled 
by form. He ‘could now be demure with an untroubled heart. This 
crime squared him with the tipsy gods.’ He leaves, with Mildred, 
for India. He too, with less resignation and suffering, with less self- 
effacement, and I would tentatively suggest with less fantasy mixed 
in with it—survives by virtue of not knowing, of recognizing and 
accepting the inscrutable nature of reality. 


Ann had forgotten the real Randall, Randall had forgotten the real 
Ann, probably by now. Hugh had rejected Emma for reasons and 
forgotten the reasons. His consciousness was a tenuous and dim recep- 
tacle and it would soon be extinct. But meanwhile there was now, the 
wind and starry night, and the great erasing sea. . . . Perhaps he had been 
confused, perhaps he had understood nothing, but he had certainly 


survived. He was free.*4 


This presentation, in Ann and Hugh, of the limitations of our 
attempts to understand what we have done or are doing, of the 


AN UNOFFICIAL ROSE 145 


movement of our consciousness, not from blindness to enlighten- 
ment, but as it were, shuttling in and out of endless pathways, 
necessarily patient, is something achieved in this novel, something, 
in precisely this form, new and exciting, however cramped in its 
action by the artiness or crystalline qualities of the rest of the story. 
It has—like much larger parts of The Bell—that quality which Miss 
Murdoch feels that we have lost since the great nineteenth-century 
novelists wrote, that respect for people as they are. 


CHAPTER VIill 


THE UNICORN 


There is a temptation for any novelist, and one to which if I 
am right modern novelists yield too readily, to imagine that the 
problem of a novel is solved and the difficulties overcome as 
soon as a form in the sense of a satisfactory myth has been 
evolved.t 


HIS is from the end of the Yale Review article; Miss Murdoch’s 

progress, which, from Under the Net to The Bell, could be 
seen as a progressive moving away from fantasy myth to natural- 
ism and thickness of life, seems, in the four novels which end with 
The Unicorn, to alternate between a painstaking attempt at natural- 
istic complexity and an almost joyful release into the more formal, 
more conceptual framework of myth—not fantastic now, in the 
light sense in which Under the Net and The Flight from the Enchanter 
were fantastic, but deliberate and rapid. The Unicorn, whilst it 
retains many of the basic themes of An Unofficial Rose, and re- 
introduces the problem of the religious contemplative, which has 
been quiescent since The Bell, has the Freudian mythical framework 
of A Severed Head, and in quite a different context, some of the 
bareness, the unashamedly contrived necessity of that book. It is a 
good point at which to end this study of Iris Murdoch’s novels, if 
only because the problems of freedom or lack of it are here most 
starkly seen. I do not wish here to attempt a judgment between the 
crystalline and the ‘real’ novel; Miss Murdoch seems to me to be 
right when she states in Against Dryness that most of the more 
serious and better works of fiction written nowadays are crystalline, 
and, whilst it is clearly fair and accurate of the critics to point out 
that this book, seen as a novel, has a thinness, a lack of interesting 
life in the characters, these comments serve as much to point the 
real need we seem to feel for a novel that has life in the old sense, 
as to dismiss the myth we have, which has surely a right to stand or 
fall as a myth. And I do not propose to criticize the characters here, 
as one could legitimately criticize Randall, for being two-dimen- 
sional. They are occasionally boring, which is another matter, and 
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more serious. But to say that the form is a lesser form than the solid 
novel is to open a large question outside the scope of an expository 
work of this kind: I think it is, and I think that this opens up an 
interesting train of thought about why it is necessary to write 
allegorical myth when it comes to dealing with metaphysical issues. 
It is easy to provide, from Miss Murdoch’s own statements both in 
her critical writings and from within the novels themselves, in- 
cluding this one, sticks to beat her with. But the myth here I find 
coherent, and interesting, and illuminating as far as Miss Murdoch’s 
own world goes, and I propose to discuss it in these terms. 

Miss Murdoch herself has likened this book to the works of 
Sheridan Le Fanu, with which it has more in common than merely 
the Anglo-Irish background, or even the conventional framework 
of the mystery story, which takes its characters step by impercept- 
ible step away from a carefully placed background of normality 
into a world of necessity and physical intractability (doors that will 
not open, seas that automatically kill) which are both part of the 
romantic ‘myth’ and acknowledgments of Miss Murdoch’s sense of 
the finally irreducible reality which we cannot absorb or conquer. 

This idea of physical necessity is also prominent in the work of 
Simone Weil, whose influence on Miss Murdoch’s thought is 
particularly apparent in The Unicorn. She regards the ‘mechanical’ 
action of nature, for which she uses the law of gravity as a primary 
example, simply as reality, without the added supernatural ‘light’ 
of grace. 


Tout ce que nous nommons le mal n’est que ce mécanisme. Dieu a fait 
en sorte que sa grace, quand elle pénétre au centre méme d’un homme, 
et de 14 illumine tout son étre, lui permet, sans violer les lois de la 
nature, de marcher sur les eaux. Mais quand un homme se détourne de 
Dieu, il se livre a la pesanteur. Il croit ensuite vouloir et choisir, mais il 
n’est qu'une chose, une pierre qui tombe. Si l’on regarde de prés, d’un 
regard vraiment attentif, les Ames et les sociétés humaines, on voit que 
partout ou la vertu de la lumiére surnaturelle est absente, tout obéit 
a des lois mécaniques aussi aveugles et aussi précises que les lois de la 
chute des corps.? 


Simone Weil, who has a naturally and fanatically religious tem- 
perament, sees this necessity as in fact obedience to the will of God, 


and thus both beautiful and to be loved. 


Ce qui semblait nécéssite devient obéissance. La matiére est enti¢re 
passivité et par suite entiére obéissance 4 la volonté de Dieu. . . . Dans la 
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beauté du monde la nécessité du monde devient objet d’amour. Rien 
n’est beau comme la pesanteur dans les plis fugitifs des ondulations de la 
mer, ou les plis presque éternels des montagnes.* 


But if there are elements of this love of necessity, or obedience, 
present in Miss Murdoch’s landscape, there are others also—the 
landscape has a ‘mythical’ quality, a kind of Romantic necessity, as 
I said earlier, a lack of messiness or ‘give’, which is something Miss 
Murdoch suspects. The use of the landscape in this book in general 
is very powerful; it is related both to our sense of that which is not 
human and thus mysterious, and to the uncompromising, again, 
non-messy, nature of the spiritual events which take place. And on 
this level, Hannah’s ambiguous passivity parallels the ambiguity I 
have seen in Miss Murdoch’s attitude to the unusually intractable 
landscape. 

The framework of the plot, too, would have pleased Le Fanu; 
the story begins innocently enough with a governess who comes to 
a remote part of a country which, although it is not named, 
sufficiently resembles Ireland, in order, she supposes, to teach the 
children at a decaying nineteenth-century house or castle, and ends, 
after she has discovered that there are no children, after two violent 
deaths and the breaking of the decree which imprisons the lady of 
the house in her own grounds, with three corpses, one of them 
mutilated in some indescribable way, covered with sheets and 
dripping sea water in the lace-curtained drawing-room. It would 
also, to a certain extent, no doubt, please V. S. Pritchett who, in his 
preface to Le Fanu’s collection of stories In a Glass Darkly, writes 
that with Le Fanu 


we progress . . . not into fog or vagueness, not into a laboriously created 
‘ ’ . . . . 
atmosphere’ but into clearer and clearer particularity. The sun shines 
more brightly, detail more luminous, exact and terrible in its glitter, 
as the dread moves to its culmination. 


Miss Murdoch’s story, intellectually as well as physically, has this 
ambiguous clarity and definition; we always know where we are, 
as well as what it is about; it is only not clear what it means. But 
what is behind Miss Murdoch’s horror and haunting is also what 
V. S. Pritchett says is behind Le Fanu’s. 


Anglo-Irish society [he says], the most charming in the British Isles, 
was a guilty society. Insecurity and bad memories haunted it. Le Fanu’s 
ghosts are the most disquieting of all ghosts: the ghosts that can be 
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traced, blobs of the unconscious that have floated up to the surface of the 
mind. They are not irresponsible and perambulatory figments of family 
history. And the evil of the justified ghosts is not involuntary or extrava- 
gant. In Le Fanu, we are frightened at the sight of effect following cause; 
we get a glimpse of the iron of nature. Guilt is the ghost in Le Fanu. It is 
guilt that patters two-legged behind its victims in the street. . . . The 
secret doubt, the private shame, the unholy love, scratch away with 
malignant patience in the guarded mind. It is we who are the ghosts. 
Let illness, late nights and green tea weaken the catch we normally keep 
clamped so firmly down, and out slink all the hags and animals of moral 
or Freudian symbolism. . . . Self-destruction is the end of these stories; 
our guilt drives us to kill ourselves. 


Miss Murdoch introduces no hags or animals, no ghosts indeed, 
although the unnatural shading into the supernatural is sufficiently 
present. But guilt, and its relation to Freudian and Christian moral- 
ity, allied to the idea of effect following cause, the ‘iron of nature’, 
which resembles the insistence in A Severed Head that we must not 
‘let people off’, are clearly and very self-consciously central to the 
story. The difference is that Miss Murdoch’s manipulation of the 
human beings involved against the ‘iron of nature’ involved is 
allegorical, whereas Le Fanu’s is humanly mysterious. Not since 
Under the Net has there been so much philosophical talk, and if the 
‘real’ nature of Hannah’s predicament, suffering and relation with 
the other characters remains, as I think it does, ultimately mysteri- 
ous, ultimately ambiguous, a fierce intellectual glare beats on all its 
aspects, which refers us again to Sartre or the modern fantasy 
builders rather than to Le Fanu. 

Thus, here, “what is it about?’ is a relevant question. To answer 
it requires a summary of the plot to which we can refer back. 


At the beginning of the book, Marian Taylor, the governess, 
arrives at Gaze Castle. The opening dialogue is masterly; so is the 
description of the landscape, which is called ‘appalling’ “God- 
forsaken’ (by Scottow) ‘sublime’ (also by Scottow, who tells Marian 
that he, as an inhabitant of the country, is ‘too used’ to it). This 
reminds one of Miss Murdoch’s interest in Kant’s theory of the 
sublime, and of what she thinks it ought to mean—it is ‘an appre- 
hension of the vast formless strength of the natural world’ or ‘a 
realization of a vast and varied reality outside ourselves which 
brings about a sense initially of terror and when properly under- 
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stood, of exhilaration and spiritual power . . . and reminds us, to 
use Kant’s words, of our supersensible destiny’ .® 

But this landscape—bog, cliffs, inky sea, lack of vegetation, the 
dolmen, ‘a weird lop-sided structure, seemingly pointless, yet 
dreadfully significant’, is hostile and remains terrible; Marian tries 
to swim in the sea later, but cannot—it is a “sea that kills’ —and if we 
remember what swimming means in terms of The Bell, or even of 
Under the Net, we know what it is that we have to deal with. Thus, 
the action takes place in a landscape symbolic indeed of “our super- 
sensible destiny’, but intractable and incomprehensible. 

Marian finds that there are no children; she is to be “companion’ 
to the lady of the house, Hannah Crean-Smith, who is both beauti- 
ful and ‘something very slightly unkempt, the hair tousled, the 
finger-nails not quite clean, the lovely face a little tired, a little 
sallow and greasy, like that of a person long ill’.? Marian feels an 
instinctive revulsion, which she later forgets, and that ‘this person 
was harmless’, an opinion she has later cause to revise. 

This lady’s story is gradually unfolded: married to her first 
cousin, who mistreats her and has a homosexual relationship with 
Gerald Scottow, she has committed adultery with Pip Lejour, son 
of Max Lejour, a Platonic scholar who is the head of the other 
household in the book, at Riders. Betrayed by Scottow, she has 
been ‘dreadfully’ punished by her husband; at one stage, having 
run away to the cliff edge, she has had an undefined struggle with 
him, during which he fell, but did not die. Her husband is in New 
York; she herself is confined to the house and grounds and appar- 
ently is under some compulsion to remain there. She is surrounded 
by those who ‘love her’; her relations, the Evercreeches, Marian, 
Denis Nolan, the servant, Pip, who watches the house with 
binoculars, Effingham Cooper, the Lejours’ visitor, who loves her 
with a kind of Platonic courtly love. The ‘curse’ is apparently to 
last seven years, which are almost out. Effingham and Marian, the 
two ‘normal’ human beings of the book, attempt to make her take 
her freedom by force; they are foiled by one of Miss Murdoch’s 
apparent mechanical ‘accidents’ and Effingham in his distress is 
nearly drowned in the bog. 

After this, Gerald, who is the wielder of power in this story, 
announces that the husband is to return from New York. All are 
appalled; all, in some sense, ‘fail’ Hannah, who is left to Gerald, 
who announces that he will himself ‘rescue’ her and apparently 


THE UNICORN ESE 


seduces her. At this stage, all the other attendant characters (except 
the Evercreeches, who are of Hannah’s blood) feel that their 
freedom has been in some way restored to them, and form new 
telationships; Marian with Denis, Effingham with Alice Lejour; 
relationships which, however, do not survive Gerald’s announce- 
ment that Hannah is not, after all, leaving. 

After this, Hannah shoots Gerald with a shot-gun left by Pip, 
after the latter has unsuccessfully pleaded with her to go away 
with him. The husband, returning at last, is drowned by the good 
Denis, who has decided that evil must be fought with evil. In the 
interim, Marian has released Hannah, who is at last trying to leave 
her room, and Hannah has run over the cliff to her death. The 
house is left to Max Lejour, the Evercreeches are dispossessed, 
Denis goes away into the land, and Effingham and Marian return 
to real life. 

I have already said that the book can in some sense be called 
allegorical; the best way I can think of to approach its meaning is 
to separate out strands of ideas, which is to a certain extent to do 
violence to it, since many of these ideas act at the same time and 
weigh equally. One thing does seem to me to need to be stated at 
the outset as well as at the end; we are dealing here, as in The Bell, 
with the spiritual values which pertain in the world of the half- 
contemplative, the sublunary world where perfection and reality 
do not automatically coincide and are not automatically appre- 
hensible; if God is present in this book, the contemplative life, as 
an ideal, is merely juxtaposed with the events of the story, as the 
Abbey in The Bell was juxtaposed with the community. Effingham, 
at the end, sees the events as ‘a fantasy of the spiritual life, a story, 
a tragedy’, and the comment is made that ‘the spiritual life has no 
story and is not tragic’. And in Marian’s conversation with Denis 
(who believes that Hannah is good and that her confinement is 
related to the contemplative life) there is again the contrast between 
the true, the voluntary contemplative, and those who are forced 
into it initially by other needs or other pressures. 


Marian says, ‘I just can’t imagine it. Staying so long in one small place. 
I’m surprised she hasn’t run mad.’ 

‘There are holy nuns in the convent at Blackport who live forever in 
smaller places.’ 

‘But they have faith.’ 

‘Perhaps Mrs, Crean-Smith has faith.’ 
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‘Yes, but she’s wrong. . . . It’s morbid. And it’s bad for him as well 
as for her.’8 


Marian’s cry is not the final comment, of course, on Hannah’s 
spiritual state, but it is to be taken into account; it is at that stage of 
the action an ‘uncorrupted’ vision; and the idealized holy nuns 
must be supposed to represent that ‘spiritual life which has no story 
and is not tragic’ by contrast. Hannah has two obvious predecessors 
in Miss Murdoch’s novels; Catherine Fawley in The Bell, driven to 
a contemplative life initially by other people’s passions, and held 
there by her own sense of guilt and the community’s need to see 
her as its pure centre, and Ann in An Unofficial Rose, with her 
passive acceptance of limitations, of waiting for the absent Randall, 
Ann whose goodness is partly ambiguous, who was, like Hannah, 
‘married in a church’ and whose action may have been ‘bad for 
him’, for Randall, as Hannah’s for Peter. 

But before coming to the study of the good and evil involved in 
half-contemplation, it seems tidy to expose the ‘simple’ Freudian 
sub-structure of the myth. Effingham is the only character in the 
book who seems aware of Freud. He admires the Platonist Max— 
“Max’s oblivion of everything to do with Freud was one of the 
things that made Effingham love him’®—and his vision, when he is 
sinking in the bog, of the “quite automatic’ universal love which 
comes with the death of the self, brings him to cry to Hannah, 
‘It’s not a bit like what Freud and Wagner think.’ But when 
Hannah betrays herself with Gerald, Effingham produces, like an 
incantation against his own failure to protect her, a Freudian ex- 
planation of his actions (which he dare not face telling Max). His 
courtly love, which the Platonist Max sees quite differently, has 
depended on Hannah’s chastity. 


The sin which Hannah was, through her own sinless suffering, redeeming 
for him, had been the sin of his own mother’s betrayal of him with his 
own father. . . . Because of his unconscious resentment of his own 
mother’s sin of sex he had been, he explained, unable to establish any 
satisfactory relations with women other than those of Courtly Love. 
He would identify the woman he loved with his mother and then make 
her unapproachable and holy. 


Put like this, the whole set of concepts is allowed to seem over- 
simple, slightly ridiculous; Effingham here clearly has much in 
common with the initially paralysed, imprisoned Martin Lynch- 
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Gibbon, who also suffered from an inability to treat women as 
anything other than mother or inferior (Effingham’s relation with 
Marian has things in common with Martin’s with Georgie). But, 
not made explicit in this way, and therefore working more 
thoroughly in the story, is what would be Freud’s ‘explanation’ of 
Hannah Crean-Smith’s own conduct. I cannot produce—as I sus- 
pect Miss Murdoch could—a case history of Hannah in purely 
Freudian terms. But I can try to indicate the lines along which such 
a history might proceed. 


It might be maintained that a case of hysteria is a caricature of a work of 
art, that an obsessional neurosis is a caricature of a religion, and that a 
paranoic delusion is a caricature of a philosophical system.! 


Freud makes this remark, paralleled in many places elsewhere in his 
work, at the end of the section of Totem and Taboo entitled Taboo 
and Emotional Ambivalence. There are pointers enough in The 
Unicorn for it to be certain that Hannah’s passive suffering, her 
religion of guilt and withdrawal, can be seen, not asa ‘real’ religious 
act, but as an obsessional neurotic fantasy. Although what Miss 
Murdoch is studying here is partly the ways in which the one might 
shade into, or partake of, the other, so that to know what is ‘real’ 
in this area at all becomes almost impossible. But neurosis, Miss 
Murdoch has reiterated often enough, is one of the “enemies of 
love’ and the terms in which Freud continues his comparison of 
obsessional neurosis and religion are close enough to Miss Mur- 
doch’s own. 


The asocial nature of neuroses has its genetic origin in their most funda- 
mental purpose, which is to take flight from an unsatisfying reality 
into a more pleasurable world of phantasy. The real world, which is 
avoided in this way by neurotics, is under the sway of human society 
and of the institutions collectively created by it. To turn away from 
reality is at the same time to withdraw from the community of man.18 


There is clearly something which corresponds to Hannah’s 
situation in Freud’s description of obsessional prohibitions in 
neurotic patients. 


Having made their appearance at some unspecified moment, they are 
forcibly maintained by an irresistible fear. No external threat of punish- 
ment is required, for there is an internal certainty, a moral conviction, 
that any violation will lead to intolerable disaster. The most that an 
obsessional patient can say on this point is that he has an undefined feeling 
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that some particular person in his environment will be injured as a 
result of the violation. . . 14 

Obsessional prohibitions are extremely liable to displacement. They 
extend from one object to another along whatever paths the context 
may provide, and the new object then becomes, to use the apt expression 
of one of my patients ‘impossible’—till at last the whole world lies 
under an embargo of impossibility. 


In the case of the first of these quotations it is clear that, although 
Peter Crean-Smith and Scottow represent ‘an external threat of 
punishment’ to a certain extent, Hannah is by now involved in 
feeling that she herself must, of her own will, stay within her own 
grounds or disaster will ensue. In the case of the second, it is 
apparent that Hannah, confined first to the domain, then to the 
garden, finally to her own room, is gradually putting the whole 
world under an embargo. . 

Freud also remarks, in the case of the Rat man, that ‘a relation- 
ship between love and hatred . . . is among the most frequent, the 
most marked, and probably therefore the most important char- 
acteristics of obsessional neurosis’.1® The result of the opposition 
and binding together of intense love and intense hatred in a neurotic 
is bound to be, he continues, ‘a partial paralysis of the will and an 
incapacity for coming to a decision upon any of those actions for 
which love ought to provide the motive power . . . and gradually 
extends itself over the entire field of the patient’s behaviour’ 1” 

Again, Hannah exhibits symptoms which could be interpreted 
as showing this paralysis, this incapacity for love. Early in the book, 
she tells Effingham, “Oh, I don’t feel much any more, except about 
very immediate matters—what’s for dinner, and Denis’s fish and so 
on... .8 which was a virtue in the case of Maggie and Ann, but 
here is ambiguous, surely; after her surrender to Gerald she tells 
Marian that ‘I had no feelings, I was empty . . . I had no real 
suffering’ .19 

But if Hannah can be seen as suffering from the paralysis that 
results from the combination and opposition of love and hatred, 
what are the particular springs of her action? Her relationship to 
her husband is mysterious; they are first cousins in a very close 
Irish family, which brings with it at least a hint of the incest theme 
which has interested Miss Murdoch earlier, and if this is accepted, 
a reiteration of a situation which has recurred in various Protean 
forms throughout her work. Catherine, Hannah’s nearest parallel, 
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has had a relationship of “Byronic passion’ with her brother; 
attempting to retreat into the contemplative life, she becomes 
mentally ill, and obsessed with that brother’s homosexual lover, 
Michael Meade. More remotely, Martin Lynch-Gibbon, who 
admits to slight homosexual feelings for that enslaver and liberator, 
Palmer Anderson, is irresistibly involved in a passionate relation- 
ship with Palmer’s incestuously loved sister, Honor Klein, who is 
taboo, as Hannah is taboo. More remotely still, Hunter and Rosa, 
the brother and sister who figuratively share one skin, are somehow 
manipulated and enslaved by the powerful pair, Mischa Fox and 
Calvin Blick, the relationship between whom resembles, now 
Peter and Gerald, now Gerald and Jamesie Evercreech, who shares 
Calvin’s passion for trapping people with photographs. Hunter 
dreams of a loved figure who is indistinguishably Rosa and Mischa, 
as Martin dreams of Palmer and Honor until the two figures 
become one. I mention all this because the complex of brother, 
sister and homosexual outsider seems to carry in Miss Murdoch’s 
work an emotional weight not always easy to grasp, or realize the 
power of—as I can’t here. But in so far as Hannah is to be seen as an 
obsessional neurotic, the repressed feelings of love and hate which 
she ultimately can be seen to extend to all the community, and 
which paralyse her, are clearly involved in the relationship between 
the three of them—Gerald, Peter, herself—with Pip Lejour an 
unforeseen and ultimately helpless outsider. 


The obsessive acts [Freud says] are from one point of view evidences of 
remorse, efforts at expiation, and so on, whilst on the other hand they 
are at the same time substitutive acts to compensate the instinct for 
what has been prohibited. It is a law of neurotic illness that these obsessive 
acts fall more and more under the sway of the instinct and approach 
nearer and nearer to the activity which was originally prohibited.” 


I do not know, in the case of Hannah, what was the activity that 
was originally prohibited—whether it was Pip or Peter or even 
Gerald, who was so ambiguously loved and hated, but it is anyway 
certain that, at the climax of the book, when Peter’s return from 
New York is said to be imminent, Hannah breaks her long inaction 
to perform two violent acts; the first, her submission to Gerald 
Scottow, an act of a kind of love, and paralleling perhaps her earlier 
adultery which she is expiating—(she tells Marian ‘T’ve always had, 
of course, a very special bond with Gerald, a mysterious bond’); 
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the second, her killing Gerald, with Pip’s shot-gun, which is 
certainly, if not only, the fulfilling of a death-wish towards him. 
Immediately before this incident, Denis tells Marian that Gerald 
has become Peter. ‘He is no longer what keeps Peter away from 
her. Nothing keeps him off her now.’ And her killing Gerald, after 
submitting to him, is, as it were, a successful repeat of her attempt 
to murder Peter. And Max’s final judgment of her, although it 
cannot be seen only in this context, would square with Freud’s. 


She could not really love the people she saw, she could not afford to, 
it would have made the limitations of her life too painful. She could not, 
for them, transform the idea of love into something manageable: it 
remained something destructive and fearful and she merely avoided it. 


But what Hannah’s story has in common with a case history of 
an obsessional neurosis is not, even in Freudian terms, the whole of 
the story; she does not act alone, but is also acted upon, and her 
relationships with the other characters recall those of the king in 
Freud’s description of the things which there are in common 
between primitive systems of taboo in kingship, and obsessional 
neurosis. 

A ruler, Freud says, is isolated by his people, and is placed under 
taboo restrictions which are both to protect the people from con- 
tact with the magical power of the king, and to protect the king 
from outside danger. 


It need not be wondered at [he says] that a need was felt for isolating 
such dangerous persons as chiefs and priests from the rest of the com- 
munity—to build a barrier around them that would make them inac- 
cessible.2? 


He continues to explain the apparent paradox whereby a person 
whose power is infinite can be in need of protection by remarking 
that the primitive community never quite trusts its king to use his 
power for their benefit, and later, by remarking on the emotional 
ambivalence involved in ‘excessive solicitude’ or desire for pro- 
tection. I have already discussed in terms of The Bell the ambiguous 
nature of the protective instinct in Miss Murdoch’s world in any 
case; here, the wish of Hannah’s ‘lovers’ to protect her is open to 
Freud’s interpretation. 


It appears wherever, in addition to a predominant feeling of affection, 
there is also a contrary, but unconscious, current of hostility... . The 
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hostility is then shouted down, as it were, by an excessive intensification 
of the affection, which is expressed as solicitude and becomes compulsive, 
because it might otherwise be inadequate to perform its task of keeping 
the unconscious contrary current of feeling under repression. . . .2 


The resulting state of affairs in a primitive community is much 
the same as that at Gaze. 


The sovereign in them exists only for the subjects. ... Worshipped as a 
god one day, he is killed as a criminal the next. But in this change of 
behaviour of the people there is nothing capricious or inconstant. . . . 
If the king is their god he should also be their preserver; and if he will 
not preserve them, he must make room for another who will. So long, 
however, as he answers their expectations, there is no limit to the care 
which they take of him, and which they compel him to take of himself. 
A king of this sort lives hedged in by a ceremonious etiquette, a network 
of prohibitions and observances, of which the intention is not to contri- 
bute to his dignity, much less to his comfort, but to restrain him from 
conduct which, by disturbing the harmony of nature, might involve 
himself, his people and the universe in one common catastrophe. Far 
from adding to his comfort, these observances, by trammelling his 
every act, annihilate his freedom, and often render the very life, which 
it is their object to preserve, a burden and a sorrow to him.*4 


The parallels here, even if not exact ones, proliferate. Early, Denis 
tells Marian that Gaze if a prison, and the gaolers are “Mr Scottow. 
Miss Evercreech. Jamesie. You. Me.’ and Effingham—all of whom 
in different ways ‘love’ Hannah, and somehow—we must return 
to this in a different context—‘need’ her suffering. 

When Peter’s return is forecast, Effingham feels that Hannah has 
power to keep the danger from him. 


Hannah would make all well. She would swallow it all up, she would 
assimilate the evil news and make it not to be, she would suffer Peter 
internally as she had always done and there would no more be heard.* 


But when this does not happen, when Hannah, through weakness 
or something else, violates the taboo by submitting to Gerald, both 
Effingham and Marian feel released from their allegiance to her, 
‘betray’ her, and turn to Alice and Denis. As Freud says of the 
breaking of taboos: ‘If one person succeeds in gratifying the re- 
pressed desire, the same desire is bound to be kindled in all the other 
members of the community’?6; then it follows that sexual freedom 
is suddenly granted with Hannah’s apparent departure from them 
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—as perhaps the will to kill is released in Denis, and to a lesser 
extent in Marian and Jamesic, by Hannah’s murder of Scottow. 
Marian feels 


with her pity . . . almost a resentment against Hannah for having so 
entirely fascinated her. Then she thought again, I did not love her 
enough. Then she thought, she is gone into privacy, she is gone, and 
now we can all see each other again. She lifted her head and felt the 
giddy sense of her returning freedom.” 


And Hannah, after the event, sees herself as a false God. 


The false God is a tyrant. Or rather he is a tyrannical dream and that is 
what I was. I have lived on my audience, on my worshippers, I have 
lived by their thoughts, by your thoughts—just as you have lived by 
what you thought were mine. And we have deceived each other.* 


Freud says that ‘some of the taboos laid upon barbarian kings 
remind one vividly of the restrictions imposed upon murderers’, 
and Hannah, restricted to her house, like the primitive murderer, 
referred to by Violet as “a murderous adulterous woman’, has this 
quality too. And, in so far as Hannah is priestly ruler, surrounded 
by taboo restrictions and worship, Denis is her priest—this is made 
clear symbolically, in the scene where he cuts her hair, as in some 
communities only the priest could cut the king’s hair, since only he 
could stand the contact with the taboo. And at the end, having 
murdered Peter, he goes away alone, her heir. 


Marian had an eerie sense of it all beginning again, the whole tangled 
business: the violence, the prison house, the guilt. It all still existed. Yet 
Denis was taking it away with him. He had wound it all inside himself 
and was taking it away. Perhaps he was bringing it, for her, for the 
others, to an end.9 


More precise parallels could be drawn between Totem and Taboo 
and this book, but I hope I have made the general pattern clear: 
Malcolm Bradbury, referring to A Severed Head in his article on 
Under the Net compared that novel to Henderson the Rain King in 
its interest in totemism and taboo as a way of approaching the 
springs of human action, and in some ways The Unicorn is closer 
to Bellow’s book. As Freud remarks, ‘No one will be king because 
of the danger’, and this concept of suffering kingship could be 
applied to Hannah and to Henderson, as well as, more obviously, 
to Christ. The unicorn is the type of Christ, as Max Lejour points 
out, and, having suggested the ways in which Hannah’s religion, 
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or religious function could be seen as neurotic manceuvres on 
the part of her or her worshippers, it is now time to look at the 
more positive side of her doings. If the ‘love’ and the ‘suffering’ 
eee in this action have any positive value, of what nature are 
they? 

I have thought that the two houses in the narrative—Riders and 
Gaze Castle—are symbolically named, and stand respectively for 
Platonic religion—Riders recalling the horses of the Phaedrus—and 
Christian contemplation—Gaze sufficiently suggesting this—which 
is involved in the concepts of guilt, sin and redemption; the division 
between the houses is seen as something undesirable in the action, 
even, in the flood, disastrous. The beautiful golden maids at Riders, 
and the black maids at Gaze reinforce this allegorical feeling about 
it, and it is at Riders that those are found who associate Hannah’s 
situation with aesthetic feelings, and with the joining of perfection 
and reality in beauty. Max is a pure Platonist; Pip Lejour, who 
loves and possesses Hannah, wished to be an artist, a poet; Effing- 
ham loves Hannah because he finds her situation “somehow beauti- 
ful’, and Max tells him that beauty is a spiritual value. Alice is 
somehow outside this classification, I admit; she is concerned with 
nature and not with spiritual values at all; she and the seal are the 
only creatures who swim naturally in the sea, and she is a horti- 
culturist—although she too has her own form of fantasy in her 
myth of hopeless love for Effingham, which depends on Effing- 
ham’s Platonic hopeless love for Hannah. 

Whereas at Gaze, there is Gerald, the avenger, ‘the centre from 
which the furies came’, Denis with his sense of the necessity of 
suffering, and his Christian sense of love as a power to overcome 
all, Violet Evercreech, with her Calvinist sense of sin and responsi- 
bility and all the imagery of the awaited bridegroom and the waited 
Day of Judgment. Those who express belief in the efficacy of 
Hannah’s suffering are Max and Denis, and it is worth looking at 
their views of what is happening. 

In obvious ways Max is a parallel to Hannah; a different kind of 
enclosed contemplative. It has always seemed to me likely that the 
scholar—particularly perhaps the philosopher, who is, as Dave 
Gellman was, as Max is, concerned with ‘the central knot of 
being’,®° with ‘ultimate things’,*! should be troubled by the prob- 
lem of the half-contemplative. Effingham sees Max as ‘a prisoner 
of books, age and ill-health’, and speculates that Max might derive 
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‘consolation from the spectacle, over there in the other house, of 
another captivity, a distorted mirror image of his own’. 

Max’s statement about freedom is more extreme than Miss 
Murdoch’s own pronouncements; she requires a concept of ‘de- 
grees of freedom’ and asserts that freedom is the awareness of other 
people. Max, who has not gone to visit Hannah, has not attempted 
to study the individual she is, or to help her, says of freedom 


That rag freedom! Freedom may be a value in politics, but it’s not a 
value in morals. Truth, yes. But not freedom. That’s a flimsy idea, like 


happiness. In morals we are all prisoners but the name of our cure is not 
freedom.*? 


Max’s view of Hannah’s imprisonment is that she is ‘our image of 
the significance of suffering’, that she is not Christ, but ‘an ordinary 
guilty person’ even if she feels no guilt—someone who is inevitably 
suffering because there was a crime—whose crime, with Max’s view 
of the automatic transfer of suffering, does not particularly matter 
—but who may be the ‘non-powerful’ ‘pure’ being, who only 
suffers and does not attempt to pass the suffering on. Her signific- 
ance for the others is then, for Peter, that she does not hate him or 
return the suffering to him, and for the others that she shows them 
that it is possible to suffer and neither to hate nor to damage others 
as a result of the suffering—that is, she does not make them suffer, 
although if they see her, and her suffering, and the guilt that causes 
it, as real forces (the ‘iron of nature’) they will suffer with her and 
in some way be purified. 

This difficult idea of redemptive suffering derives clearly from 
the thought of Simone Weil, where it is the culmination of the 
idea of the transfer of evil which we have already seen at work in 
the uses of power in The Flight from the Enchanter, or the mixture 
of power in love in The Bell. She says: 


Tout crime est un transfert du mal de celui qui agit sur celui qui subit. 

L’amour illégitime comme le meutre. . . . Quand il y a transfert de mal, 

le mal n’est pas diminué, mais augmenté chez celui d’ou il procéde. . . . 
Alors ot mettre le mal? 

Il faut le transférer de la partie impure dans la partie pure de soi-méme, 

le transmuant ainsi en souffrance pure. Le crime qu’on a en soi, il faut 

Vinfliger a soi.4 


And: 


Le péché que nous avons en nous sort de nous et se propage au dehors 
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en exergant une contagion sous forme de péché. Ainsi, quand nous 
sommes irrités, notre entourage s'irrite. Ou encore, de supérieur 4 
inférieur: la colére suscite la peur. Mais au contact d’un étre parfaitement 
pur, il y a transmutation, et le péché devient souffrance. Telle est la 
fonction du juste d’Isaie, de l’agneau de Dieu. Telle est la souffrance 
redemptrice. Toute la violence criminelle de |’Empire romain s’est 
heurtée au Christ, et, en lui, est devenue pure souffrance. Les étres 
mauvais au contraire transforment la simple souffrance (par exemple la 
maladie) en péché. 

Il s’ensuit peut-étre que la douleur rédemptrice doit etre d’origine 
sociale. Elle doit etre injustice, violence exercée par des étres humains. 


Simone Weil, then, sees the acceptance of injustice, the accept- 
ance of suffering, as an apprehension of reality, of a kind—suffering 
simply is, and therefore we must pay attention to it. (Miss Murdoch 
in Against Dryness takes up Simone Weil’s word, attention, and 
emphasises it. “Simone Weil said that morality was a matter of 
attention, not of will. We need a new vocabulary of attention.’) 


L’esprit n’est forcé de croire a l’existence de rien. C’est pourquoi le 
seul organe du contact avec l’existence est l’acceptation, l’amour. C’est 
pourquoi beauté et realité sont identiques. C’est pourquoi la joie et le 
sentiment de realité sont identiques.*® 


Simone Weil’s thought here, I would suggest, is our touchstone 
for the religious validity of Hannah’s suffering—although, as we 
shall see later, she was an acute and accurate observer of states of 
suffering very different from the effective redemptive suffering 
which Max at this stage ascribes to Hannah. And from the last 
quotation it is clear that the identity of beauty and reality in 
Simone Weil’s thought, and their relation to God, are related to 
Max’s concept of these things. 

Effingham complains that Hannah does not love, although she 
is made for love, and Max retorts 
I think that must be what, in these last years, she has understood. If she 
were to give way to ordinary love in that situation she would be lost. 
The only being she can afford to love now is God.*” 


God, Max defines Platonically, as the Good, that Good which 
we have met before in the sermons of Everard and James Tayper 
Pace. 


The distant source of light, the unimaginable object of our desire. Our 
fallen nature knows only its name and its perfection. That is the idea 


L 
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which is vulgarized by existentialists and linguistic philosophers when 
they make good into a mere matter of personal choice. It cannot be 
defined, not because it is a function of our freedom, but because we do 
not know it.%8 


Leaving out for the moment the caveats that, in this chapter, so 
beautifully mix doubt with the assertions made, let us now turn 
from Max’s view of Hannah’s predicament to Denis’s. Denis tells 
Marian that Hannah has ‘claimed the act’ of Peter’s fall, and that 
‘there are acts which belong to people regardless of their will’ (at 
moments like this it is sometimes very easy to feel that Miss 
Murdoch’s language is so abstract that it is difficult to translate the 
ideas back into terms of any human action or relationship). And, 
whereas Max sees Hannah’s suffering as a function of the trans- 
mission of Até, corrupting power, Denis sees it in Christian terms 
of sin. 


“What is spiritual is unnatural. The soul under the burden of sin cannot 
flee. What is enacted here is enacted with all of us in one way or another. 
You cannot come between her and her suffering, it is too complicated, 
too precious.’ And he says, ‘She has found over these last years a great 


and deep peace of mind. As I think, she has made her peace with God’ 39 


Both Hannah and Denis share Max’s vision of the creation divided 
from its creator, crying out for love, moved by desire towards God. 
Max tries to tell Effingham that desire of the true Good and posses- 
sion of it are one—God is because I desire him—and Hannah, 
speaking of God, says, ‘He desires our love so much, and a great 
desire for love can call love into being.’ And, like Max, ‘In a way, 
you can’t love something that isn’t there. I think, if you really love, 
then something is there. But I don’t understand these things.’4 

Again, this complex of ideas is present in Simone Weil, who 
distinguishes sharply between the mechanical and random necessity 
of the natural, and the supernatural light of grace. She insists that 
we must accept a void (le vide) and that to be able to do that is to 
be able to do something unnatural, supernatural. The tendency to 
spread suffering, and also the use of the imagination (a force in 
Simone Weil’s thought opposed to the passive acceptance of rea- 
lity) fills up these ‘voids’ and this is a natural process. But the 
religious use of suffering is, precisely, unnatural. The following 
quotations clearly bear a relation to Hannah’s spiritual activity as 
Denis sees it: 
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Mécanique humaine. Quiconque souffre cherche 4 communiquer sa 
souffrance—soit en maltraitant, soit en provoquant la pitié—afin de la 
diminuer, et il la diminue vraiment ainsi. . . . Cela est impérieux comme 
la pesanteur. Comment s’en délivre-t-on? Comment se délivre-t-on de 
ce qui est comme la pesanteur?! 
Ne pas exercer tout le pouvoir dont on dispose, c’est supporter le vide. 
Cela est contraire a tous les lois de la nature: la grace seule le peut.4 
Accepter un vide en soi-méme, cela est surnaturel. Od trouver l’ énergie 
pour un acte sans contre-partie? L’énergie doit venir d’ailleurs. Mais 
pourtant, il faut d’abord un arrachement, quelque chose de désespéré, 
que d’abord un vide se produise. Vide: nuit obscure. 

L’admiration, la pitié (le mélange des deux surtout) apportent une 
énergie réelle. Mais il faut s’en passer.4 
L’homme n’échappe aux lois de ce monde que la durée d’un éclair. 
Instants d’arrét, de contemplation, d’intuition pure, de vide mental, 
d’acceptation de vide moral. C’est par ces instants qu’il est capable de 
surnaturel. 

Qui supporte un moment le vide, ou regoit le pain surnaturel, ou 
tombe. Risque terrible, mais il faut le courir, et méme un moment sans 
espérance. Mais il ne faut pas s’y jeter.## 


Here we have both the ‘unnatural’ elements of Hannah’s attempt 
at suffering, and the dangers—those of accepting the energy 
brought by admiration and pity, which she does, at least at first, 
those of falling, of finding the weight of the void too much—as 
again, perhaps, she does. I have quoted at such length, because I 
think an acquaintance with Simone Weil’s terminology illuminates, 
and ‘places’ for us, Miss Murdoch’s abstractions, if not, or not 
entirely, her story. 

Max’s and Denis’s ideas of the nature of God and his relation to 
the universe also bear a relation to those of Simone Weil, who sees 
the creation as something put between God and God, between the 
love of God and the love of God. And our love towards God, she 
considers, since God can love only himself, must consist of “de- 
creating’ ourselves, consenting not to be, renouncing the T’ in 
ourselves in order simply to be attentive to God. 


La création est un acte d’amour et elle est perpétuelle. A chaque instant 
notre existence est amour de Dieu pour nous. Mais Dieu ne peut aimer 
que soi-méme. Son amour pour nous est amour pour soi a travers nous. 
Ainsi, lui qui nous donne [’étre, il aime en nous le consentement a ne 
pas étre.® 
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L’inflexible nécessité, la misére, la détresse, le poids écrasant du besoin 
et du travail qui épuise, la cruauté, les tortures, la mort violente, la 
contrainte, la terreur, les maladies—tout cela c’est l’amour divin. C’est 
Dieu qui par amour se retire de nous afin que nous puissions |’aimer. 
Car si nous étions exposés au rayonnement direct de son amour, sans la 
protection de l’espace, du temps et de la matiére, nous serions évaporés 
comme I’eau au soleil; il n’y aurait pas assez de je en nous pour aban- 
donner le je par amour. La nécessité est l’écran mis entre Dieu et nous 
pour que nous puissions étre. C’est 4 nous de percer |’écran pour cesser 
d’étre. 

These metaphysical ideas, whatever we may think of them for 
ourselves, have an authenticity in Simone Weil’s precise, worked, 
clearly contemplative apercus which it would be difficult to give 
them in a novel, where they stand, a little stiff, a little lumpish, 
amongst the more conventional studies of the characters as such. 
The suitability of the form of The Unicorn to the study of ideas of 
this kind is discussed more fully in the next chapter. For the 
moment I would simply point out that this precision of Simone 
Weil’s perceptions gives weight at least to our understanding of 
Miss Murdoch’s intentions in presenting her universe. 

And the idea of the light called into being by love, or desire, 
expressed by Hannah, left finally by an uncomprehending Effing- 
ham to the dying Max, is also excellently put by Simone Weil, 
about whose belief in the efficacy of such pure love and attention 
there is no question, no ambiguity. 

This, as we never have it in The Unicorn, is the voice of faith. 


En dehors méme de toute croyance religieuse explicite, toutes les fois 
qu'un étre humain accomplit un effort d’attention avec le seul désir de 
devenir plus apte 4 saisir la verité, il acquiert cette aptitude plus grande, 
méme si son effort n’a produit aucun fruit visible. Un conte esquimau 
explique ainsi l’origine de la lumiére: “Le corbeau qui dans la nuit 
éternelle ne pouvait pas trouver de nourriture, désira la lumiére, et la 
terre s’éclaira.’ S’il y a vraiment désir, si l'objet du désir est vraiment la 
lumiére, le désir de lumiére produit la lumiére. Il y a vraiment désir 
quand il y a effort d’attention. C’est vraiment la lumitre qui est désirée 
si tout autre mobile est absent. Quand méme les efforts d’attention res- 
teraient en apparence stériles pendant des années, un jour une lumiére 
exactement proportionelle a ces efforts inondera |’4me.4¢ 


But the thing in the novel which most convinces one that 
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Hannah’s religion is at least related to something real is its connec- 
tion with the salmon—something, unlike the idea of God crying 
out for love and brought into being by it, within the power of 
Miss Murdoch’s artistic manipulation. At the beginning of the 
book Scottow tells Marian that the salmon have left after the great 
storm; ‘now the moor is just another piece of bog and even the 
salmon have gone away’. So, when Hannah tells Marian “They’ve 
come back. Only don’t tell Mr Scottow,’ there is already a sense of 
some secret good life going on, out of the eye of the wielder of 
power and violence, which reinforces Hannah’s image for the 
leaping salmon. “Such fantastic bravery, to enter another element 
like that. Like souls approaching God.’4? And Denis, showing 
ieee the salmon later, amplifies the image of their suffering 
eaps. 


Suffering is no scandal. It is natural. Nature appoints it. All creation 
suffers. It suffers from having been created, if nothing else. It suffers from 
being divided from God.* 


The salmon here have to be seen in the context of the wider fishing 
and hunting imagery of the book, which recalls strongly the 
dominant image of The Flight from the Enchanter—and also the 
related controversy in The Bell, as to whether the community 
should shoot squirrels, which is beautifully both cranky and serious. 
The unicorn image itself indeed occurs in The Flight from the 
Enchanter, where Mischa Fox talks generally of the illusion of the 
‘unicorn virgin’ that she can conquer evil, and where Calvin Blick 
tells Annette, the unicorn virgin of this book, that “The notion that 
one can liberate another soul from captivity is an illusion of the 
very young.’ In The Unicorn, the virgin is “Maid Marian’ who 
begins by thinking that she can ‘liberate’ Hannah; ‘I shall talk to 
her about freedom.’#® And Marian, Denis thinks, may be like the 
virgin, some kind of trap for the unicorn. I don’t want to make 
much of this point because I can’t see that Miss Murdoch has really 
made it work within this novel—but I do think that the fact that 
there is such similarity between the themes and even the characters 
of these two very dissimilar books is worth pointing out. Mischa, 
helpless in the ‘very poor landscape’ full of suffering insects, where 
there is only the photographer, Calvin, whose soul is in his power, 
is, in his function as a transmitter of Até, very like Gerald, accom- 
panied by his creature Jamesie, who say of himself “Do you think 
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that I myself am separated in any way from what goes on here, 
that I am free?’ 

And the hunt in this book is very real, where the hunt in The 
Flight from the Enchanter was largely in the imagery. Scottow and 
Jamesie are seen as destroyers of life—hunters of hares—who rightly 
remind Marian that she herself feeds from the fruits of this ‘neces- 
sary’ violence. Denis protects goldfish from herons, showing an 
uncorrupted version of Mischa’s concern for all life, something he 
abandons momentarily when he decides to fight evil with evil, and 
kills Peter Crean-Smith, a deed which Miss Murdoch allows her 
novel to prove to have been unnecessary; he leaves carrying a 
plastic bag of goldfish and accompanied by yet another of Miss 
Murdoch’s golden life-force dogs. 

But the interesting hunter is Pip Lejour—showing in this, per- 
haps, the ‘rapacity’ that made Randall a poor artist. He meets 
Hannah when hunting with her husband; we see him poaching on 
her land, carrying hares that drip blood, bearing a gun that makes 
him appear to Effingham ‘not as an absurd and insensitive youth 
but as some slim archaic Apollo, smiling, golden and dangerous’. 
And, on the occasion when Effingham questions him about Gerald 
Scottow, he is seen playing and killing a trout, with artistry, with 
a fly made of hair resembling Hannah’s. There is no question but 
that the death of the fish is something unpleasant—Effingham sees 
it as something ‘dreadfully alive’, Pip breaks its back, Effingham 
feels ‘Such a rapid passage, such an appalling mystery’. 

Thus, although Pip complicates the issue by explaining that the 
big pike are female, and ‘eat their husbands’, when he comes to 
ask Hannah to go away with him, looking ‘slim, elegant, feline, 
or... like a beautiful snake’,®* there is a sense, in spite of the dignity 
with which he behaves, in spite of the fact that Gerald’s dismissal 
of him is seen as ‘the defeat of a man by a beast’, that he is an 
oppressor, a hunter, not one of the suffering innocent. This may 
be partly inevitable—in The Flight from the Enchanter, the majority 
of the women were seen as suffering fish, or as fish deprived of 
their freedom; there was only Miss Casement and possibly Mrs 
Wingfield who partook largely of the nature of the pike. And it is 
clearly possible for a man to be a man and have dignity, and still to 
exercise the inevitable power and cruelty that is part of male love. 
But we cannot take his statement that he has loved her and not used 
her quite at its face value—his long vigil with the binoculars has 
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been a kind of using—and the way in which his love is seen to 
partake of Até is something which gives a real value to Hannah’s 
refusal of him, her disposing of herself as a queen, an authority it 
would not otherwise have. When she tells him that in the beginning 
she thrust the suffering back at him in resentment, that she did not 
go on loving him, and that now he is, for her, a ‘blackened image’, 
one feels that the thing she has chosen instead of going away with 
him is something at least possibly valuable because it is at least an 
attempt to make a world where suffering is neither willingly 
inflicted, nor ultimately handed back. As with Ann’s anger, the 
fact that Hannah is at this moment ‘aggrieved and querulous’, adds 
conviction to what goodness she has. What she has chosen may be 
impossible; it has at least a possible value. 

That is, to return to the point I was originally making, the rela- 
tionship of Hannah’s and Denis’s thought to the salmon relates 
their whole significance to a world where suffering is natural and 
inevitable,* something to be reckoned with, and the idea of 
Hannah as an innocent sufferer gains stature from our seeing not 
only Peter and Gerald as beasts, but even her lover as a hunter and 
destroyer. Although again, Hannah’s feeling of affinity for the 
suffering bat, ‘a mammal like us’, is made ambiguously sinister by 
the fact that it dies, and that Denis brings her “hedgehogs, snakes, 
toads, nice beasts’. 4 

This brings us back to the concept of Hannah, not as an innocent 
sleeping beauty, nor as a saint, but as a witch or vampire. And 
there is an interpretation of the events, and of Hannah’s position 
which, in that it is moral rather than psycho-analytic, disposes of 
the value of Hannah’s spirituality in its own terms. By this inter- 
pretation, her suffering, her good, are a fantasy, imposed upon 
reality by her will and unconscious needs, and by the need of the 
other characters for drama, for meaning, for ‘a story’. And this 
fantasy is destroying a real and valuable freedom in the other 
characters, the freedom to live and act in the real world, amongst 
‘real messy individuals’, the freedom from romantic necessity, 
which in the case of Randall we saw to be a dangerous value—but 


* Simone Weil, writing of the difference between the natural world, and 
the human world, says: ‘Il y a toutes les gammes de distance entre la créature et 
Dieu. Une distance ot: l’amour de Dieu est impossible: matiére, plantes, animaux. 
Le malestsicomplet 1 qu’il se détruit; il n’y a plus de mal: miroir de l’innocence 
divine. Nous sommes au point ov l’amour est tout juste possible.’ 
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here, Ann’s passive suffering has become, in Hannah, a myth like 
Randall’s freedom. It is not certain whether the myth has been 
woven by the others in spite of Hannah, or by Hannah in conjunc- 
tion with, or even partially in spite of, the others, because of her 
own needs—although there is agreement that before Gerald ‘awoke’ 
her, that is what was happening. But here is perhaps the central 
ambiguity of the book. 

At the moment when Effingham has just pledged himself to try 
and suffer with Hannah, he sees, through the window, Riders, a 
landscape with boats, a steamer, a silver aeroplane. Hannah tells 
him that he must learn to care for her with less ‘imagination’ and 


he thinks of this as a sort of death. 


Effingham saw it all with a sort of shock. There was life, indifferent life’ 
beautiful free life going forward. But to what, in here, had he just 
pledged himself 25 


(Hannah’s suspicion of ‘imagination’ here resembles perhaps 
Simone Weil’s, who opposes the imagination to the acceptance of 
the void, and sees it as something essentially exclusive of reality: it 
is something which invents objects of desire in order to avoid the 
pressure of reality. “L’imagination combleuse de vides est essentielle- 
ment menteuse. Elle exclut la troisitme dimension, car ce sont 
seulement les objets réels qui sont dans les trois dimensions.’ In 
this sense the ‘death’ which Effingham fears may be the spiritually 
desirable death of the self. But Hannah suffers perhaps from her 
own form of ‘imagination’.) 

Marian in those moments when she wants to ‘free’ Hannah, sees 
her as compelled into the spiritual life by her own need and those 
of others. 


She began, this is how I see it anyway, by simply being afraid of that 
beastly man, just paralysed with fear. Then she became rather apathetic 
and miserable. Then she began to find her own situation sort of interest- 
ing, spiritually interesting. People have always got to survive and they'll 
invent some way of surviving, of seeing their situation as tolerable. . . . 
I’ve nothing against religion in general. . . . But ifit’s to be any good it’s 
got to be taken to freely, out in the open as it were. Hannah took to the 
spiritual life, or whatever the hell it is, like someone taking to a drug. 
She had to. . . . She was becoming more and more hypnotized by the 
situation itself and by all those people . . . murmuring into her ear in 
different tones, but all murmuring it: you’re imprisoned. . . . She’s 
psychologically paralysed. She’s lost her sense of freedom.® 
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Simone Weil describes the process of becoming used to suffering 
in terms different from Freud’s description of obsessional neurosis, 
but recognizably related to the same kind of behaviour. 


Un autre effet du malheur est de rendre l’Ame sa complice, peu 4 peu, en 
y injectant un poison d’inertie. En quiconque a été malheureux assez 
longtemps, il y a une complicité 4 l’égard de son propre malheur. Cette 
complicité entrave tous les efforts qu'il pourrait faire pour améliorer son 
sort; elle va jusqu’ 4 l’empécher de rechercher les moyens d’étre delivré, 
parfois méme jusqu’a l’empécher de souhaiter la délivrance. Il est alors 
installé dans le malheur; et les gens peuvent croire qu'il est satisfait. Bien 
plus, cette complicité peut le pousser malgré lui 4 éviter, 4 fuire, les 
moyens de la délivrance; elle se voile alors sous de prétextes parfois 
ridicules.58 


One remembers that Michael Meade had found his situation 
‘interesting’, and had infected Toby with this too, as Catherine in 
the same book had taken to religion like a drug. And the result of 
this, in Hannah’s case, has been a preying on others which again 
recalls the beautiful and complex vampire in Le Fanu’s story 
Carmilla. 

Carmilla has Hannah’s physical weakness, and makes appeals to 
the frightened narrator of the story, who both loves and hates her, 
which are echoed by Hannah’s approaches to Marian and Effing- 
ham; her vampirism, Pritchett says, ‘discloses the languid and yet 
insatiate sterility of Lesbian love’,5® and Hannah can be seen as 
preying in a ‘languid and insatiate’ way on the other characters 
(something like this may explain the importance attached to the 
fact that Violet and Jamesie are Hannah’s relations; both are in- 
volved in homosexual and imperfect love; they are neither human 
like Marian and Effingham, nor of fair blood like Denis, but 
somehow human and dead, like vampires). Carmilla cries 
In the rapture of my enormous humiliation I live in your warm life, 


and you shall die—die, sweetly die—into mine. I cannot help it; and 
as I draw near to you, you, in your turn will draw near to others, and 


learn the rapture of that cruelty, which yet is love. . . . 
And: 
I am under vows, no nun half so awfully. . . . You will think me very 


cruel, very selfish, but love is always selfish. . .. You must come with me, 
loving me, to death; or else hate me and still come with me, and hating 
me through death and after. There is no such word as indifference in 
my apathetic nature. 
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Hannah seizes Marian’s hand, as Carmilla seizes the narrator’s and 
begs Marian to forgive her ‘for so shamelessly crying out for love’: 
Marian feels some ‘vast claim’ is being made on her, and the 
reader is aware of some root of coercion in Marian’s ‘love’ for 
Hannah. Earlier Hannah has said of Denis ‘I think he would let me 
kill him slowly’ with ‘a startling possessive savagery’.® And when 
she tells Effingham that she ought to have made him suffer more, 
that she is ‘a story for you. We remain on romantic terms,’ and he 
replies “You want me to be—resigned, with you—somehow, dead, 
with you’, the ‘death’ here is completely ambiguous, I think. 

It might be an unreal, fantastic death, a further twist of the 
romantic screw, a mythical death of the self which, avoiding the 
romantic drama of courtly love, makes an even more deadly 
drama out of resignation, of apparent lack of drama. Or it might 
be a really valuable death of the self, a possible form of goodness, 
such as that attributed to Ann, when she had found herself incap- 
able of loving Felix in an ‘ordinary way’, or of knowing signific- 
antly what she had done. But it is perhaps significant that Ann’s 
instinct is to dismiss Felix, even thought she cries after him, as 
Hannah cries after Effingham when he leaves her on the eve of 
Peter’s probable return. 

Ann feels that to hang on to Randall is corruption; Hannah 
hangs on to everyone, Marian, Denis, Effingham, Violet, even 
Peter Crean-Smith—we must remember that ‘to be completely 
powerless may be another source of power’, that Marian thinks it 
is ‘bad for’ Peter to be allowed to punish her so; as Martin was 
exercising power over Palmer and Antonia, in the stage version at 
least, by giving them the suffering they needed. And in the scene 
when Max puts forward his view of Até, he also says ‘she may be a 
sort of enchantress, a Circe, a spiritual Penelope, keeping her suitors 
spellbound and enslaved’. 

All this is brought into the open when Hannah, after her sub- 
mission to Scottow, takes this view herself. She says (like Michael 
Meade) that 


it is possible to go on and on, and to suffer, and to pray and to meditate, 
to impose on oneself a discipline of the greatest austerity and for all 
this to be nothing, to be a dream.® 


She has, she says, been playing God, has lived only as a story in 
their thoughts, 
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upon Max Lejour. . . . But it is the punishment of a false God to become 


unreal. . . . You have made me unreal by thinking about me so much. 
You made me into an object of contemplation.®% 

And she intends, she says, in some way to begin again, really to 
suffer, not to live in unconsciousness. 

Here, she completely parts company with Ann, the value of 
whose lack of resentment, lack of blame for Steve’s death, was 
precisely its unconscious nature—and it is, of course, possible that 
Hannah, like Ann, like Hugh, has been good whilst feeling nothing, 
whilst not knowing what she was doing, and that, like Ann, she 
cannot be good consciously. The thing she is now to try to do— 
the martyrdom—is something Pip tells her she cannot do, she is 
‘too tired’, and Marian sees her decision as ‘a further turn of the 
screw ... if Hannah chose to suffer, she chose a suffering now for 
all of them which they could not avoid’.6? And Marian feels that 
with this decision of Hannah’s, when Gerald has ‘become’ Peter, 
‘the human world was at an end’. 

Hannah’s loss of innocence has reduced them all to animals, and 
Gerald is free to exercise power—a curious power, like that of 
Palmer Anderson. ‘She feared and detested Gerald; yet something 
in her also said quite clearly: do what you will.’ I do not quite 
understand this stage of the action, but it is at least clear that the 
story has moved out of a world where the normal partakes of 
reality, where the rhythms of ordinary life have meaning. With the 
loss of Hannah’s ‘virtue’, all morality and all forms are meaningless. 

What happens at this point is perhaps illuminated by two remarks 
of Simone Weil: 


Ce que le mal viole, ce n’est pas le bien, car le bien est inviolable; on ne 
viole qu’un bien dégradé. 

That is, the power Gerald has over Hannah is over her as a ‘false 
God’, a wrongful, imagined, unreal object of contemplation. And, 
Simone Weil says, contrasting false and real Gods: 


Le faux Dieu change la souffrance en violence. 
Le vrai Dieu change la violence en souffrance.” 


What happens, thus, is not that Hannah obviously suffers more, 
nor that Gerald is let loose to terrorize the others (unless that 
Hannah’s suffering is the guilt she takes upon herself in keeping 
Gerald from the others and we are given no evidence to suppose 
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this); it is just that the breaking of the taboo releases in Hannah the 
violence that Martin’s breaking of the taboo releases in him. And 
whereas Martin, comically, strikes Palmer, Hannah kills Gerald— 
I use the analogy only because in Martin’s case the violence was a 
kind of release, a kind of contact with reality, and it is not clear 
still whether Hannah’s new state is better or worse than her old 
one. It may be that her waking up is a recognition of truth, in the 
existence of violence in herself, as Martin’s was. Marian’s new view 


of her would perhaps support this 


The change in her face now seemed to Marian to be this: the spiritual 
veil or haze, the strange light, had been taken away, to reveal the irregu- 
larities of the features beneath. But she was still beautiful.” 


Here, there is at least the suggestion that Hannah has become an 

individual, a real person, and is acting now from herself. Marian 

thinks that “Gerald had entered the landscape and made it real. 

But... What was there, in that strange, desolate landscape?” 
Effingham reflects that 


he had never . . . seen in her the violence which lay behind her apparent 
resignation. . . . He had had his own good reasons for suffering at her 
hands; she had doubtless had her own good reasons for suffering at 
Peter’s. If it had been, for him, a psychological masquerade, so it had 
been for her something which had, in reality, little to do with the spiri- 
tual world whose light he had been pleased to see so purely shining all 
about her. . . . The change in Hannah’s situation which had begun to 
effect his own liberation had let that violence loose.73 


And, as the community in The Bell dissolved into violence, so 
does this community; Denis, ‘driven mad by her actions’, by her 
faithlessness, drowns Peter; Marian and Jamesie release Hannah, 
who now at last is trying to escape, to her death. And with her 
death, they are all, except Max, who inherits her death, and Denis, 
who inherits her guilt, released. Only she has taken with her those 
Effingham thinks of as her ‘victims’, Scottow, Peter, Pip, who 
shoots himself. 

At the end of the book, the ambiguity is restated. When it is 
found that Hannah has left her goods to Max, Violet and Effingham 
see this as a last malicious act against those who have loved her. 
Jamesie makes a speech in which he compares, now, the others to 
vampires, battening on the lives of Hannah, Gerald and Peter, and 
Max draws all the threads together, suggesting that 
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Hannah was like the rest of us. She loved what wasn’t there, what was 
absent. This can be dangerous. Only she did not dare to love what was 
present too. Perhaps it would have been better if she had. She could not 
really love the people she saw, she could not afford to, it would have 
made the limitations of her life too painful. She could not, for them, 
transform the idea of love into something manageable: it remained 
something destructive and fearful and she simply avoided it.”4 


I have quoted this speech before, but now its whole meaning is 
clearer. Max, like Hannah, is a half-contemplative. He says of her 
that ‘I've meant all my life to go on a spiritual pilgrimage. And 
here I am at the end—and I haven’t even set out.’ And ‘Hannah is 
my experiment. I’ve always had a great theoretical knowledge of 
morals but practically speaking I’ve never done a hand’s turn... . I 
don’t know the truth either. I just know about it.’ 

That is, both of them have been concerned with the idea of the 
good, of the perfect, to the exclusion of Miss Murdoch’s other 
good, which I have referred to elsewhere—the recognition of 
particular individuals, the love of other men as they are, the com- 
passionate agnosticism. Max is old and dying, and Hannah has 
loved him, with his vision of God, as she dared not love the indi- 
viduals around her—and they have been drawn into this remoteness 
from the normal, from day to day life, from ordinary human love. 
So that, now that Hannah has become, as Effingham sees it, ‘that 
death which she had so much striven to emulate in life, which she 
had studied and practised and loved’,’* Effingham sees Max as ‘the 
owner of her death, and she was waiting for you. You are her death 
and she loved you’.” 

And Max, too, like perhaps Emma Sands, is waiting for death, 
‘a remote wizened sage who had long ago forgotten about life’. 
He is indeed concerned, as was said of him at the beginning of the 
book, ‘with ultimate things’. 

Here at last it is time to point out that our real glimpse of a vision 
of the good, of the perfect love which comes with the death of the 
self, is Effingham’s vision, which comes to him when he is sinking 
into the bog, and fades again when he regains “his old unregenerate 
being’ and is rescued. This is ‘the love which was the same as 
death’, ‘all that was not himself was filled to the brim with being 
and it was from this that the light streamed’.” 

The expression of this idea again is very close to Simone Weil: 
‘Continuellement suspendre en soi-méme le travail de l’imagination 
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combleuse de vides. Si on accepte n’importe quel vide quel coup 
du sort peut empécher d’aimer |’univers? On est assuré que, quoi 
qu'il arrive, l’univers est plein.’ 

This expunging of the self is what Miss Murdoch values, both 
with regard to respect for the individual and with respect to the 
‘ultimate things’. If we return to the Yale Review article, where 
Miss Murdoch’s definition of the good man and the great novelist 
are closely related, we find that she quotes T. S. Eliot “The progress 
of an artist is a continual self-sacrifice, a continual extinction of 
personality’ and comments ‘Art is not an expression of personality, 
it is a question rather of the continual expelling of oneself from the 
matter in hand.’ She continues 


Virtue is not essentially or immediately concerned with choosing 
between actions, or rules or reasons, nor with stripping the personality 
for a leap. It is concerned with really apprehending that other people 
exist. This too is what freedom really is; and it is impossible not to feel 
the creation of a work of art as a struggle for freedom. Freedom is not 
choosing; that is merely the move we make when all is already lost. 
Freedom is knowing and understanding and respecting things quite 
other than ourselves. Virtue is in this sense to be construed as knowledge, 
and connects us with reality. . . . The artist is indeed the analogon of the 
good man, and in a special sense he is the good man: the lover who, 


nothing himself, lets others be through him.®? 


Now, Max’s ideal, the Good contemplated from his study, 
Hannah’s ideal, the God she can afford to love when she dare not 
love ordinary, contingent, messy individuals, and Effingham’s 
vision on the point of sinking into the bog, have this in common: 
they are all, ultimately, extinctions of the self in love, but they are 
all, also, ultimate, in that they are concerned with complete death, 
real death, mortality. They are, as Max said, love of what ‘wasn’t 
there’; Effingham’s vision in his extremity, like Max’s vision of 
Hannah, is curiously unefficacious when it comes to practically 
protecting, practically loving the individual Hannah in her fear. 
Max and the others, like Randall, are fascinated by the world of 
forms; the tale of Hannah’s suffering is made into an object like, 
at best, Randall’s rose, the Tintoretto, a vision of perfection 
dangerous to live by. And if Hannah is not the ‘lover who, nothing 
himself, lets others be through him’, this is because, partly, she does 
not, as the great artist does, enough respect the contingency of others, 
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and partly because she (using her salmon image) construes virtue 
as ‘stripping the personality for a leap’. And thus her whole story 
is a living of the “Romantic adoration of necessity’ and she makes 
of the concept of negative love a symbol, not a contingent and 
unknown reality with its transcendent quality. When she says of 
the landscape ‘I have made it unreal by endlessly looking at it, 
instead of entering it’,*! she is expressing the sense we have else- 
where in Miss Murdoch’s work, that to give form to, to contem- 
plate, an idea, even the idea that one’s surroundings are intractable, 
that reality is unknowable, that the way to virtue is to expunge the 


personality, is to make a symbol of the fact that a symbol cannot 
be made—like the bell. 


One might say of the Symbol that it is an analagon of an individual but 
not a real individual. It has the uniqueness and separateness of an indivi- 
dual, but whereas the real individual is boundless and not totally defin- 
able, the symbol is known intuitively to be self-contained: it is a making 
sensible of the idea of individuality under the form of necessity, its 
contingency purged away.® 


For individuality, substitute love, or suffering, and the remark 
applies; significantly Miss Murdoch comments ‘the symbolists 
desired an art which would have pleased Plato’. The moment when 
Marian stops to grieve for the individual dead Gerald—hitherto 
seen as a power of evil, in a myth—is a moment in a real novel, a 
moment of real mystery, juxtaposed with all the meanings. 


Now in the black middle of the night it was the fact of death that mat- 
tered most, the translation of a big, healthy, powerful man into a piece 
of senseless, heavy stuff. 


This brings us back to death, and I would suggest that the vision of 
perfection and reality, the real love of God which is the love of a 
creation no longer divided from its creator, is seen to be a function 
of real death; something which we cannot hope to have more than 
fleetingly in real life, unless we are true contemplatives, although 
Miss Murdoch says of Effingham’s vision “And indeed he could 
always have known this, for the fact of death stretches the length 
of life. Since he was mortal he was nothing, and since he was 
nothing all that was not himself was filled to the brim with being 
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and it was from this that the light streamed.’#* But even this 
knowledge is seen to be of doubtful validity as part of the whole, 
or when seen in terms not of death but of life. Hannah is dead, she 
has become her death. Effingham wonders “Who knew if that was 
victory or defeat?” Max is dying: ‘It was as if the funeral were 
Max’s funeral and they were conveying him ceremonially out of 
the world, as if those others were dream deaths while Max wore 
the real garb of mortality.’ ® 

And Effingham and Marian return to the real world, where 
truth cannot ever be completely known, where individuals are 
boundless, where virtue is tolerant agnosticism. Marian, after Denis 


leaves her, taking the suffering with him, 


did not know whether the world in which she had been living was a 
world of good or evil, a world of significant suffering or a devil’s 


shadow-play, a mere nightmare of violence.® 


And Effingham thinks that they were waiting for Hannah’s 
death. 


that was the most inevitable thing of all. .. . We were all attendants upon 
that ceremony, and we are all now dismissed. So we return to our real 
life and our real tasks: and God knows if we shall be the better for this 
dream of death, this enactment of last things. ® 


He too cannot tell whether this “fantasy of the spiritual life’ had 
been concerned with good and evil or not. 


If what was over had indeed been a fantasy of the spiritual life, it was its 
fantastic and not its spiritual quality which had touched him. He had, 
through egoism, through being in some sense too small, too trivial, to 
interest the powers of that world, escaped from evil. But he had not 
either been touched by good. That vision, true or false, he would leave 
to Max, of the good forced into being as the object of desire, as if one 
should compel God to be.88 


Like the Mass in The Bell that ‘real’ symbol of the joining of the 
divided creation to its creator, the idea of the love for God, for the 
perfect, out of this world, is left to stand in the book beside the 


* This thought too is illuminated by Simone Weil, who, like Hannah, loved 
her death, saw it as the moment of supreme consciousness, both of the reality of 
suffering and of the power voluntarily not to be, for love of God. Death is 
‘Vinstant od pour une fraction infinitésimale du temps la verité pure, nue, certaine, 
eternelle, entre dans l’4me’. ‘La mort,’ she says, ‘est la norme et le but de la vie.’ 


(A de D, p. 33.) 
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human mess made by the violence, the exercise of power, the 
imperfections of knowledge and love on a human or tragic level. 
Effingham goes back to his ‘clever’ Elizabeth (as Jake goes back to 
the clever Sadie from the beautiful and remote Anna) who has told 
him in purely Murdoch tones 


Art and psychoanalysis give shape and meaning to life and that is why 
we adore them, but life as it is lived has no shape and meaning and that 
is what I am experiencing just now.® 


The story of Hannah has the ‘form’ of art, and the ‘form’ of 
psychoanalysis, but it is ultimately ambiguous, ultimately incom- 
prehensible; it takes place in a world where form is felt to be 
ignificant, and form proves inadequate to unravel it. (However I 
may have weighted my arguments in favour of Hannah’s religion 
being a myth, a fantasy, an illusion, it is not certain; her death may 
be Max’s, but her suffering passes to the very positive Denis, whom 
we are not able easily to dismiss. Denis’s feeling that if he had not 
repaid Peter with hate, and had stayed with Hannah, she would not 
have died, is convincing as well as Effingham’s feeling that her 
death was inevitable.) So here, Miss Murdoch’s myth—although 
it isa myth, it is ruled by necessity, and it is self-contained—none of 
the characters ‘live’ outside it—contains its own limitations. Like 
Kant’s theory of the sublime, it contemplates the breakdown of its 
own attempt rationally to contain and understand itself. 


And what of freedom? Max says that freedom is not a value in 
morals. Gerald Scottow says that ‘freedom has perhaps no mean- 
ing.’ Gerald too, insists on the concepts of destiny and pattern; 
‘There are great patterns in which we are all involved, and destinies 
which belong to us and which we love even in the moment when 
they destroy us . . . the pattern that is what has authority here, and 
absolute authority. I remarked earlier how Michael Meade’s 
sense of himself as a man of destiny, a man with a pattern, was a 
limitation of his freedom, because there is no pattern—except, 
again, under the ambiguous eye of God, which Donald Swann can 
vouch for, but we cannot. If Max sees no value in freedom, and 
Gerald thinks it does not exist, we are nevertheless left with Miss 
Murdoch’s assertion that ‘Freedom is knowing and understanding 
and respecting things quite other than ourselves. Virtue is in this 
sense to be construed as knowledge, and connects us so with 
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reality.’*! We return, then, to the concept we began with, that of 
‘degrees of freedom’. 

It is here, perhaps, in some way I do not fully understand, 
significant that Gerald, the exponent of the romantic myth of 
necessity and destiny, should also be the voice of the modern man, 
monarch of all he surveys, whom Marian hears telling her, as 
Anderson, but not Honor, told Martin ‘all is permitted’. All is not 
permitted, but neither are we not free at all. Reality limits us: other 
people limit us: there are facts, like marriage, which make our 
lives, and Hannah, like Ann, can feel “her whole life had compelled 
her’. But to be compelled by one’s whole life is not to be com- 
pletely without freedom; one’s life is something one has partly made 
oneself; to be completely without freedom is to have an inadequate 
view of reality, a myth which encourages a dream-like facility, to 
deform reality by fantasy.* 

We are now back where we began; with the difference between 
Hugo’s view of the world as entirely composed of “unutterably 
particular’ entities that we cannot understand, and Jake’s view that 
concepts are necessary, that we need to think about truth and 
morals, and that truth needs words. Here Miss Murdoch is with 
Jake—and perhaps Max. 


The connection between art and the moral life has languished because 
we are losing our sense of form and structure in the moral world. . . . It is 
natural that a Liberal democratic society will not be concerned with 
techniques of improvement, will deny that virtue is knowledge, will 
emphasise choice at the expense of vision. . . .% 


And 


our current picture of freedom encourages a dream-like facility; 
whereas what we require is a renewed sense of the difficulty and com- 
plexity of the moral life, and of the opacity of persons. We need more 
concepts in which to picture the substance of our being; it is through an 
enriching and deepening of concepts that moral progress takes place. 
Simone Weil said that morality was a matter of attention, not of will. 
We need a new vocabulary of attention.® 


* Although, on the highest spiritual level, to be completely a slave, completely 
obedient to God and necessity, completely without room to move, is what is 
desired by Simone Weil. ‘La plus belle vie possible m’a toujours paru étre celle o& 
tout est déterminé, soit par la contrainte des circonstances, soit par de telles 
impulsions et od il n’y a jamais place pour aucun choix.’ But this is comparable 
to the nuns of The Bell. 
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Reality is not a given whole. An understanding of this, a respect for the 
contingent, is essential to imagination as opposed to fantasy. Our sense 
of form, which is an aspect of our desire for consolation, can be a danger 
to our sense of reality as a rich receding background.™ 


That is, the moral world has form and structure, it has concepts, 
it must have, and virtue is knowledge is attention to these things, 
and freedom is an attempt to realize them. But all the characters in 
The Unicorn—Hannah inside the prison, the rest outside—are 
tempted not only to ‘pay attention’ to reality, which is freedom, 
but to ‘deform’ it, by patterning it according to their own needs; 
here, Hannah’s warning to Effingham to enjoy the ‘story’ less, with 
less dream-like facility, Marian’s sense at the end that, if Hannah 
has not freedom of ‘choice’, she should have at least the right to 
dispose of herself with authority, are relevant, as is Hannah’s turn- 
ing of the landscape into a thing, instead of a ‘rich, receding back- 
ground’: also Hannah’s living on their ‘image’ of her, as they also 
live on what they imagine she feels (again we are back to Under the 
Net, to Jake’s lack of knowledge of Anna and Sadie and Hugo, or 
The Bell and Michael’s lack of knowledge of Nick and Catherine— 
knowledge which would be love and freedom). 

It is Max—who knows about truth, not truth—who says that it 
doesn’t matter whose crime it was; it is Effingham who says it 
doesn’t matter what Hannah is if she has made saints of them all. 
But it clearly does matter, because what Hannah is is truth— 
Max says ‘we must see her as real’ but he himself uses her for his 
own ends, and none of them see each other as real enough, none of 
them exercise this freedom adequately, and therein perhaps lies the 
tragedy. And who has most restricted the freedom of the others is 
not clear; it is a network. 

And all this, in Miss Murdoch’s world, is inevitable; we are free 
to know, we must use concepts—words like truth, like suffering, 
like unconsciousness—but we can never know completely, we are 
free to love, but we always fail. This, again, is like Miss Murdoch’s 
interpretation of Kant’s theory of the sublime: “Tragic freedom, 
implied by love, is this; that we all have an indefinitely extended 
capacity to imagine the being of others. Tragic because there is no 
pre-fabricated harmony.’ 


Tragedy in art is the attempt to overcome the defeat which human 
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beings suffer in the practical world. It is, as Kant nearly said, as he ought 
to have said, the human spirit mourning and yet exulting in its strength. 
In the practical world there may be only mourning and the final 
acceptance of the incomplete. Form is the great consolation of love, but 
it is also its great temptation.® 


And, with The Unicorn, the distinction between consolation and 
temptation is where the ambiguity of freedom rests, and the 
mystery. Perhaps here the conflict between Randall’s need for 
‘form’ and Ann’s deliberate ‘not-knowing’ is more clearly 
balanced: in the Platonic world, concepts become myths, and dis- 
figure reality: in the world where Ann naturally, and Hannah de- 
liberately, choose not to know, not to feel, to accept only too well 
the incomprehensibly limiting nature of reality, the sense in which 
virtue is freedom is knowledge can in turn be lost, and reality can 
be lost with freedom: Ann cannot see Felix, because he is what she 
wants (but he is real) and dares not love him, through fear as well 
as virtue: Hannah cannot see anyone, dare not see anyone, as indi- 
vidual or particular or to be loved. We have moved, in one sense, 
a long way from Jake’s problems of art and love in a hostile world, 
where Hugo, like the dolmen, was a sign and a portent set up 
before time, but in another we have not moved at all. 


CHAPTER TX 


THe ART OF THE NOVELS 


oj Few book is not an attempt to make a critical survey, let alone 
summing-up, of Miss Murdoch’s work. It is clearly not time to 
attempt this, both because we are still too close to her work, and 
because she is an extremely rapid, various and prolific writer, still 
in the middle of her career. I began this book with a more precise 
and smaller intention; I began with a very simple, nagging curiosity 
to know exactly what Miss Murdoch was talking about, what sort 
of moral statement she was making, what were the ideas behind her 
novels. They presented themselves, it seemed to me, like puzzles 
out of which a plan of ideas, a scheme of references could be 
extracted for examination, with some effort. That effort was re- 
quired could, though not necessarily, be seen as a criticism of Miss 
Murdoch as a novelist, depending on whether the complication 
and occasional obscurity of her presentation of her thought is to be 
seen as necessary or simply irritatingly baffling. To have made the 
effort has increased my own respect for her as a novelist—she seems 
to me to be dealing honourably with real and important problems. 
I feel, too, that to make the effort to understand her thought, to 
find the statement of the abstract ideas behind her novels is in a 
sense the best way to come at these, and ultimately to make a 
critical judgment of them. There are good novelists now writing 
whom one would not think of approaching initially in this way; 
Angus Wilson, for instance, who seems to me to be a real novelist 
in Miss Murdoch’s sense, someone to whom the individual, morally 
and actually, is of highest importance: and others, such as William 
Golding, who, although he presents a ‘crystalline’ patterned nar- 
rative to explain in universal moral terms, is a much more ‘poetic’ 
writer than Miss Murdoch, and whose work would need a more 
literary elucidation of its symbols and style. 

What I mean to do in this last chapter is to look, briefly, at the 
novels as novels, to make an attempt at a critical judgment, how- 
ever tentative and necessarily incomplete. Reviewers have talked 
a great deal about whether Miss Murdoch is or is nota‘philosophical’ 
novelist’; those who say she is not tend to describe her as a com- 
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pulsive storyteller, which is not of course incompatible with being 
a philosophical novelist. She has proved difficult to place; when 
her books first came out they were automatically classed with those 
of the Young Angries, Wain and Amis, to whose rootless picar- 
esque heroes Jake Donaghue bears a slight resemblance. Those who 
admired her for this reason were bewildered by The Sandcastle and 
The Bell and straightforwardly repelled by the snobbery they 
detected in the milieux, wine and roses, of An Unofficial Rose and 
A Severed Head. She has been castigated for whimsy, deliberate 
weirdness, wilful obscurity—there is something in these criticisms, 
although I feel that the whimsy and snobbery at least become less 
troubling if one realizes the seriousness of the underlying moral 
arguments; here again, the critic will condemn or excuse accord- 
ing to whether what he primarily values in Miss Murdoch’s 
novels is the moral intent, the presentation of contemporary life 
which was important in Under the Net, or her intermittent but 
very real capacity to involve her readers in the feelings of her 
characters. 

About Miss Murdoch’s tremendous narrative vigour and in- 
ventiveness there can be no question; all the novels from Under the 
Net to A Severed Head have a compelling power at the simplest 
level; we want to know what happens next. Half at least of The 
Unicorn has the same quality, and half of An Unofficial Rose has 
something as valuable—a real tension between the characters. She 
has great skill and accuracy in describing precise actions: the fall of 
Rain Carter’s car, the raising of the bell—which are fascinating in 
themselves. She can create a narrative, if not always a real emo- 
tional tension. 

Iam uncertain about the real meaning of the term ‘philosophical 
novelist’, or even whether it is a term of praise or abuse. Miss 
Murdoch’s own final criticism of Jean-Paul Sartre’s novels comes, 
I think, to use it very judiciously as a term of abuse. She distin- 
guishes between The Castle, which is a ‘metaphysical tale’ and La 
Nausée. 


Kafka’s K is not himself a metaphysician; his actions show forth, but 
his thoughts do not analyse, the absurdity of his world. The hero of La 
Nausée is reflective and analytical; the book is not a metaphysical image 
so much as a philosophical analysis which makes use of a metaphysical 
image. This, its consistently reflective, self-consciously philosophical 
character, is what distinguishes it too from other novels which brood 
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equally upon the senseless fragmentation of our experience or on the 
fabricated nature of its apparent sense . . . Virginia Woolf, Proust, 
Joyon2..7 

Roquentin’s problem is not the usual human problem. He is incurably 
metaphysical by temperament and lives totally without human rela- 
tions. But nevertheless Sartre does, I think, intend to offer us here an 
image of the human situation in general. What he undoubtedly does 
succeed in displaying to us is the structure of his own thought. La 
Nausée is Sartre’s philosophical myth.? 


I have quoted earlier Miss Murdoch’s comparison of Sartre’s 
skills with those she considers the great novelist to have. 


Sartre describes the artist’s ‘evil’ as the irreducibility of man and the 
world of thought. Sartre has an impatience, which is fatal to a novelist 
proper, with the stuff of human life. He has, on the one hand, a lively 
interest, often slightly morbid, in the details of contemporary living, 
and on the other a passionate desire to build intellectually pleasing 
schemes and patterns. But the feature which might enable these two 
talents to fuse into the work of a great novelist is absent, namely an 
apprehension of the absurd irreducible uniqueness of people and their 
relations with each other. Sartre seems blind to the function of prose, 
not as an activity or an analytic tool, but as creative of a complete and 
unclassifiable image. 


And she ends her book: 


His inability to write a great novel is a tragic symptom of a situation 
which afflicts us all. We know that the real lesson to be taught is that 
the human person is precious and unique; but we seem unable to set it 
forth except in terms of ideology and abstraction.* 


Leaving aside for the moment the question of prose, either 
Sartre’s or Miss Murdoch’s, as creative of an image, it is clear that 
in general Miss Murdoch sees Sartre, the philosophical novelist, as 
someone who uses ‘reflective, self-consciously philosophical’ char- 
acters, and someone, moreover, who needs to build intellectually 
pleasing schemes and patterns. Sartre displays to us the structure 
of his own thought, but he does not give to us the stuff of human 
life. How far, loosely, does this critical attitude to the philosopher 
as novelist apply to Miss Murdoch herself? 

It does seem to me that she has, naturally, much in common with 
Sartre as she sees him, and that she knows this. Particularly in the 
first and the last books under consideration, Under the Net and The 
Unicorn, the themes and the treatment of them are self-consciously 
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philosophical, in the strictest sense, and of interest to those with a 
philosophical bent rather than to everyman. Dave Gellman, Jake’s 
book, Hugo’s ideas, Anna’s theory of art; Max Lejour, Denis’s 
expository Christianity, Hannah’s fumbling explanations of her 
behaviour; these are philosophical quite purely, as problems to be 
studied and in the tone of the study. I would, myself, go further 
than this and say that I believe that some idea, which could well be 
called philosophical, provides much of the unifying framework for 
each of Miss Murdoch’s novels—from the conceptual net (Witt- 
genstein) in Under the Net, to the Simone Weil suffering in The 
Unicorn, via the conceptual idea of power in The Flight from the 
Enchanter and the religious approach to the philosophical Hegelian 
totality in The Bell. 

Miss Murdoch is, after all, a practising philosopher. It is unlikely 
that she would not think of the kind of moral and religious truth 
she is interested in in philosophical terms. 

She did indeed say herself, in an interview in The Times (Feb. 
13th, 1964): ‘I suppose I have certain philosophical ideas about 
human life and character, and that these must somehow find ex- 
pression in my novels: but for the most part I am not conscious of 
this process and I think it would be destructive if I were. Certainly 
Iam not a philosophical novelist in the sense that Sartre or Simone 
de Beauvoir is.’ But here she is disclaiming partly the didactic 
intention of which Sartre is proud; and in any case the result of the 
deliberate planning which she does not disclaim, is that the novels 
certainly appear to centre on the ideas, the variations on a theme, in 
terms of which we can analyse them without feeling that we are 
seriously distorting them. The characters are approached from the 
theme, whereas with other writers, Joyce Cary, Angus Wilson, one 
has the sense that character or action is where the novel began and 
that theme developed from there. 

The next question then, is how we are to see Miss Murdoch’s 
novels as works of art; what the fact that they are fictional nar- 
ratives adds to their presentation of the ideas. Is there a sense in 
which she has introduced what Sartre, according to her, missed 
out, the stuff of human life? Is the art involved primarily the art of 
the novel proper as she sees it, or that of crystalline fantasy-myth? 
How far is she herself afflicted by ‘the situation that afflicts us all 
... our inability to set forth [the value of the individual] except in 
terms of ideology and abstraction’? 
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La Nausée, Miss Murdoch says, is Sartre’s philosophical myth. 
This word myth, as John Cruickshank points out in his book on 
Albert Camus, has become very popular as a critical term, in a 
rather vague way..Cruikshank describes the roman-mythe as follows: 


There has . . . existed, to some extent in the theatre but more strikingly 
in the novel, an attempt to create “contemporary myths’. A great imagi- 
native effort has been made to put into fiction situations and plots which 
do not simply deal with some universal human trait but are meant to 
express universal truth about man’s situation in the world. The search 
for a myth is closely linked with the increasingly metaphysical aspirations 
of the French novel. The myth has provided a means whereby men of 
letters have taken over the rdle of commentators on human destiny—a 
role which professional philosophers once regarded as their own but 
now seem largely to have abandoned in favour of linguistics and logical 
analysis. 


Critically, Cruikshank adds, the term roman-mythe is used variously 
and loosely; it ‘will sometimes mean an allegorical novel, some- 
times a symbolist novel, sometimes any novel which adds a meta- 
physical dimension to the temporal events it describes’. 

In some of these senses Miss Murdoch’s books could certainly be 
called romans-mythe; none of them are precisely allegorical, but all 
could in some sense be described as symbolist, and they tend in- 
creasingly to add a metaphysical dimension to the events they 
describe. 

Miss Murdoch, in her critical writings, has tended to value the 
myth less than the naturalistic novel. In Against Dryness she refers 
to it as ‘fantasy-myth’ and Cruikshank’s neutral description of it as 
something meant to “express universal truth about man’s situation 
in the world’ becomes, in Miss Murdoch’s description, ‘crystalline’, 
‘a small, quasi-allegorical object portraying the human condition 
and not containing “characters” in the nineteenth-century sense’ 
as opposed to the approval given to the nineteenth-century novel, 
not portraying the ‘human condition’ but ‘concerned with real 
various individuals struggling in society’. Myths are ‘small myths, 
toys, crystals’. On the other hand she has told us that she finds most 
of the better novels written at this time to be crystalline. 

I have quoted, in my chapter on The Unicorn, Miss Murdoch’s 
remarks about the evolving of a ‘satisfactory myth’ and its relation 
to the problem of the novel as a whole. 

I should like to quote this passage again, at greater length, and to 
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set it against Cruikshank’s picture of Camus’ views on the use of 
myth and symbol in the novel. I think that this will give us a satis- 
factory framework within which to consider the structure of Miss 
Murdoch’s novels in general and their use of symbolism in par- 
ticular. 

we may turn at last to what finally differentiates art from life, the ques- 
tion of form. Form is the temptation of love and its peril, whether in 
art or life: to round off a situation, sum up a character. But the difference 
is that art has got to have form, whereas life need not. And any artist 
both dreads and longs for the approach of necessity, the moment at 
which form irrevocably crystallizes. There is a temptation for any novel- 
ist, and one to which, if I am right, modern novelists yield too readily, 
to imagine that the problem of a novel is solved and the difficulties 
overcome as soon as a form in the sense of a satisfactory myth has been 
evolved. But that is only the beginning. There is then the much more 
difficult battle to prevent that form from becoming rigid, by the free 
expansion against it of individual characters. Here above all, the con- 
tingency of the characters must be respected. Contingency must be 
defended for it is the essence of personality. And here is where it be- 
comes so important to remember that the novel is written in words, 
to remember that “eloquence of suggestion and rhythm’ of which James 
spoke. A novel must be a house fit for free characters to live in; and to 
combine form with a respect for reality with all its odd contingent 
ways is the highest art of prose.§ 


Here, one supposes, Miss Murdoch is using the word ‘myth’ in the 
sense of a coherent narrative pattern, with its ‘metaphysical dimen- 
sion’ related (probably by symbols) to its events. In the case of the 
philosophical myth, a set of events will have been found to illustrate 
the philosopher’s abstract reflection on the ‘human situation’, or, 
in the case of La Nausée, ‘the senseless fragmentation of our 
experience’. 

It is interesting to consider Miss Murdoch’s own novels in terms 
of her own description of the ideal relation of form to free char- 
acter. Perhaps, purely in terms of her work, it might be possible to 
distinguish ‘fantasy-myth’ from the symbolic novel—and to put 
the first two books in the category of fantasy-myth proper, The 
Sandcastle, The Bell and An Unofficial Rose certainly as symbolic 
novels, with A Severed Head and The Unicorn coming somewhere 
in between. Miss Murdoch’s sense of the tension between the 
‘freedom’ or ‘contingent reality’ of the characters and events in the 
novel, and the form, the myth, the symbols, the abstract statement, 
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is expressed from another angle by Cruikshank’s description of the 
theory of Camus, a writer whom Miss Murdoch seems greatly to 
admire. Cruikshank, describing La Peste, says 


Perhaps it is not too great a generalization to say that whereas Malraux 
and Greene experience situations and then derive a philosophy from 
them, Camus, in La Peste has revised the process by imagining a series 
of events specifically designed to embody his prior metaphysic. The 
result is a more abstract novel, but one in which the literal and meta- 
phorical levels are more closely combined. 


Cruikshank defines the symbolist novel as one in which ‘the 
relationship between two or more levels of meaning is not so 
completely sustained as in the allegory, yet is more complete 
and organic than in what might be called politico-metaphysical 
fiction.’ 

Here we have, according to him, a definition of the novel which 
allows us to write a ‘real’ novel, without losing the form and 
resonance of the metaphysical reference. Here is something clearly 
which would appeal to Miss Murdoch as a solution to her feeling 
that we need both form and reality in the sense of looseness and 
contingency. Camus’ work is ‘more abstract’ but not pure fantasy, 
not simple myth-making, although it proceeds, as I have argued 
Miss Murdoch’s does, from an idea. 


Camus [says Cruikshank] claims that the novel has tended, throughout 
its history, either towards increased naturalism or greater formalism. 
Particularity and abstraction are the two poles by which it has been 
alternately attracted at different periods. But the novel has only been 
great, he claims, when it has been more or less equally attracted by both 
poles at once. Too ready a movement in either single direction has led 
to aesthetic heresy and a misunderstanding of the true nature of fiction. 
Camus then claims that the novel should take a middle path between 
the particular and the universal; that they will receive dimensional 
fullness only from a proper combination of both. Novels should hold 
the concrete and the abstract in a natural and closely knit proportion and 
balance. One would have to say, I think, that the symbolist novel is 
not the only way of obtaining this result, but it is also clear that the very 
nature of the symbol makes it one of the most obvious and natural 
means to such an end. The successful symbolist novel will combine the 
concrete and the abstract in an organically inevitable relationship. 
They will be as inseparable, and yet as distinguishable as the flower and 
its scent or the memento and its associations. In this way the symbolist 
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novel achieves that reconciliation of the singular and the universal 
desired by Hegel and described by Camus as the essential activity of art. 

Clearly, here, Miss Murdoch and Camus, as seen by Cruikshank, 
are talking about the same needs and the same formal problem in 
literature. What intrigues meis the difference in tone. Cruikshank’s 
description of what Camus says achieves in the rhythm of the 
sentence, in the movement of the paragraph, that balance that 
Camus says we should seek, a kind of contentment with the sym- 
bolic novel as a combination of concrete and abstract (contingent 
and metaphysical) as a ‘middle path between the particular and the 
universal’. He uses his good image of the memento and its associa- 
tions and moves on to an acceptance of the Hegelian reconciliation 
of the singular and the universal as the essential activity of art. 

I do not think that Miss Murdoch would argue with this, but her 
emphasis has been, throughout what I have read of her critical 
articles, especially when we consider the shape of her novels, start- 
lingly different. She would accept, certainly, Camus’ picture of the 
novel as moving alternately towards greater formalism or in- 
creased naturalism. But she does not rest so easily on the balance 
as Cruikshank/Camus. She feels, in practice, that we should re- 
discover naturalism (not journalism). We should learn again the 
freedom of character as a primary object (Tolstoi, Jane Austen). 

When she says ‘to combine form with a respect for reality with 
all its odd contingent ways is the highest art of prose’, her emphasis 
is, as it has been throughout the article, on reality—we pay, she 
believes, in our time, quite enough respect to form. 

And Miss Murdoch’s descriptions of symbols and symbolism are 
not describing the same thing as ‘the memento and its associations’; 
she considers the symbol to be essentially self-contained, to have a 
‘small, clean, resonant, self-contained’ quality, to have ‘the unique- 
ness and separateness of an individual’ but ‘whereas the real indi- 
vidual is boundless and not totally definable, the symbol is known 
intuitively to be self-contained’. And in Against Dryness, again, she 
sees the tension between naturalism and formalism, not, as Cruik- 
shank does, resolved in the symbolic novel, but as a continuing 
battle. Here we have perhaps a clue to the uneasiness her symbols 
so often cause her readers. 


Reality is not a given whole. An understanding of this, a respect for 
the contingent, is essential to imagination as opposed to fantasy. Our 
sense of form, which is an aspect of our desire for consolation, can be 
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a danger to our sense of reality as a rich receding background. Against the 
consolations of form, the clear crystalline work, the simplified fantasy- 
myth, we must pit the destructive power of the now so unfashionable 
naturalistic idea of character. 

Real people are destructive of myth, contingency is destructive of 
fantasy, and opens the way for imagination. Think of the Russians, 
those great masters of the contingent. Too much contingency of course 
may turn out into journalism. But since reality is incomplete, art must 
not be too afraid of incompleteness. Literature must always represent a 
battle between real people and images [my italics]; and what it requires now 
is a much stronger and more complex conception of the former.’ 


There are contradictions and points of emphasis here which for 
reasons of space I can’t go into. It is clear—and the workings can be 
seen in An Unofficial Rose—that Miss Murdoch’s aesthetic views are 
closely involved in her moral views; that her respect for the indi- 
vidual, who is boundless and cannot be summed up, as the centre 
of our moral thinking, is extended to her thinking about the form 
of the novel, about character, about any kind of abstract prior 
metaphysic shaping a novel to the detriment of that novel. It does 
seem to me that she has seized something extremely important here. 
There is a thinness about William Golding’s excellently formed 
and framed Free Fall with its symbols so resonant and its message so 
startlingly similar to Miss Murdoch’s own, that can best be located 
in her terms. Myth comes more easily to the Americans and the 
French than to us—this is why I think Camus’ novels and Henderson, 
the Rain King are better, more vigorous, freer studies of human 
freedom than anything that either Miss Murdoch or William 
Golding have yet given us.* 

But, if we do indeed accept that, say, La Peste, La Chute, Hender- 
son, are both good novels and symbolic novels, what are we never- 
theless to make of Miss Murdoch’s own practice, so markedly 
opposed in many ways to her sense of what is wrong with our 
apprehension of reality, and our writing, today? What are we to 
say of her own use of character, abstraction, symbol, form? 


* There is something artificial, to take an obvious example, in Pasternak’s 
‘poetic’ use of rowan berries in Dr Zhivago, to point the relation of certain 
tragic scenes to his theme, which I find easier to describe in terms of Miss 
Murdoch’s concept of symbol limiting, tidying reality, form reducing the frighten- 
ing variety of our experience, than in terms of the symbol enlarging our know- 
ledge or area of thought. 
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I think that much of the uneasiness that her readers experience 
with her symbols in particular and patterning in general might 
well be attributed to the tension she herself seems to feel between 
her natural ability intellectually to organize, and her suspicion of 
the tidying function of the kind of literary form which now comes 
naturally to us. A novel, she says, has got to have form; but she 
seems to feel a metaphysical regret about it. A close look at the 
narrative structure and symbolic patterning of the individual 
novels will illustrate what I believe to be the effects of this tension 
in her work. 


II 


Miss Murdoch’s first two novels might be taken together here. 
Both could perhaps be described as “fantasy-myth’, the action of 
both is unreal, events happen with fantastic ease or suddenness; the 
settings are deliberately strange, the canvas large, and all the 
characters in each are related as concepts, to some central philosophic 
theme. Thus Under the Net is a philosophical myth—the question is, 
how do we experience reality, what is real in our experience? And 
the characters are grouped round this; Hugo with his simple 
nostalgia for the particular; Dave with his logical analysis of words 
and rigid, religious moral philosophy; Lefty with his subjection of 
everything to political expediency; Mars, our animal vitality; 
Anna, the experience of reality through ‘pure’ or ‘impure’ art; 
Sammy who wields money, Sadie who uses other people, herself; 
the contrasted worlds of business and art, silence and speech, isola- 
tion and society: all of these are patterned, introduced, reflected 
say and used in the story almost as dream allegory would use 
them. 

And in The Flight from the Enchanter, too, the mythical frame- 
work is clear; around the figure of Mischa Fox, wielding power, 
cluster all the other characters, who are to varying degrees, wielders 
or victims of power themselves (except Annette, who evades it, 
and Peter Saward who is outside it). In both these books the plan- 
ning, the deliberate arrangement, is apparent and unashamed. 
Indeed the discovery of it is a large part of the aesthetic pleasure we 
get from these books; I remember vividly that the first time I read 
The Flight from the Enchanter I was irritated by it, bewildered by the 
speed at which it moved, uncertain of what or whom to care 
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about. But now I do see it as, if it can indeed be called fantasy-myth, 
a powerful and bitterly amusing social myth of our times, contain- 
ing its own historical terms and psychological explanations of our 
cruelty, our misunderstandings, our social insecurity. It is a com- 
plete and amusing and moving meditation on modern freedom 
and slavery. 

One critic has complained generally that Miss Murdoch is a 
‘low-powered’ novelist, and instanced the way in which we are not 
moved by the characters in The Flight from the Enchanter. Another, 
more precisely, said that if Mischa Fox was intended to be a news- 
paper magnate it was essential that we should see him in this 
capacity enough to believe in him. I don’t think that either of these 
criticisms really touches the book as it stands—although they may 
be taken as statements that Miss Murdoch might have moved the 
reviewers more if she had written a different kind of book—be- 
cause in its brilliant hurry, its intricacies of symbols and repeating 
actions it can move us as a whole without our being involved with 
any character, or even finding the world of the novel credible or 
inhabitable by us. 

That this should be so depends, of course, on Miss Murdoch’s 
narrative gifts; if her capacity to invent situations, twists of plot, 
vivid and violent action were not, in these two earliest books, 
apparently so inexhaustible, the whole would become a little stiff 
and dull. 

But in both books, events are moving, both as part of the myth 
and in themselves. And of course, throughout Under the Net there 
is a great warmth and life in Jake himself—he involves us, emo- 
tionally, much more in my opinion, than the hero of Hurry on 
Down, a much less fantastic novel, because of the precision and 
enthusiasm with which he describes his reactions—to Anna in the 
theatre, to Lefty in the pub, to the problem of work, to Hugo’s 
final revelations. The other characters, precisely enough drawn, 
vivid as near-caricatures, move like dream-figures through the 
story, but Jake’s apprehension of them gives them, within the myth, 
more than a mosaic reality. Consider how we feel the relationship 
between Jake and Dave, past and present, and how economically 
Miss Murdoch gives this feeling to us. 

Another element of reality in Under the Net which prevents the 
fantasy from being simply brittle and clever is the realization of 
London as a whole city. This within the myth is deliberate; I have 
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said that the contingent reality of London is set against the romantic 
unreality of Paris and the cinematic unreality of the plastic and 
Essex board Eternal City at the studio. But London—mansions, pubs, 
buses, bridges, bombed churches, Thames—is sufficiently real and 
present in the book to anchor our feeling for it to something very 
real and experienced which enlarges our reaction to the theme. 

And thus this book hangs felicitously together, as other later 
books do not. The balance between plan and reality has here, in one 
way, been achieved. 

The Flight from the Enchanter also contains elements of ‘reality’ 
which hold us to it, and prevent us from enjoying it merely for the 
intellectual pleasure of apprehending the pattern. But the pattern 
here is arguably what is most real in a more exclusive sense than 
was the case with Under the Net. None of the characters has the 
reality of Jake, and many of them are not high-lit caricatures but 
real fantasy—Annette, Marcia, Calvin Blick. Nor are the settings 
and events so closely related to actuality; the London of this 
book lacks the vividness of that of Under the Net; Mischa’s party, 
Rosa’s affair with the Lusiewiczs, lack the dramatic solidity of 
the scene in the film studio, or the pub chase. Rosa’s factory, 
SELIB, are slightly pale beside Dave's philosophical gatherings, 
Hugo’s flat, the Mime Theatre. Moments are brilliantly funny— 
Rainborough’s early arrival at Miss Casement’s flat, the meeting 
of shareholders. 

But there are failures in this book which make it less coherent 
than the first. Annette is fantasy, using the word in its derogatory 
sense. I do not know why Miss Murdoch is so unsuccessful with her 
portrayals of the romantic aspects of adolescence. Her sense of the 
indestructibility of youth seems to me to be an outside, compara- 
tively elderly view of something which looks quite different from 
inside; and Annette’s intense grief over Mischa is again done too 
much from outside—like her carefree joie de vivre it is ultimately 
unconvincing. I would apply the same criticism to Miranda in An 
Unofficial Rose—girls do feel such passions as Miss Murdoch attri- _ 
butes to Miranda, but not in this way; Miranda is romanticized 
from outside by her creator; her relations with Steve, Felix, Ran- 
dall are perceived, not felt. Adolescence is not a simple state as 
Miss Murdoch sees it, nor are its complexities as romantically 
simple as Miss Murdoch sees them. 

The funny moments in this book are more savagely, less happily 
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funny than those in its predecessor—it is perhaps significant that we 
have no narrator. But even if we accept that Annette is a partial 
failure, the book has a controlled intensity of overall feeling which 
makes a direct non-intellectual appeal to us. 

I would locate this in the cumulative effect of the repetition of 
fairly simple parallel situations. By itself Rosa’s relation of en- 
chanter/slave/master/victim with the Lusiewiczs might be said to 
be two-dimensional, rather coldly funny. But when it is seen as a 
variation on a theme of which all the other relationships in the 
book are equally variations (Rosa/Mischa, Calvin/Mischa, Agnes, 
Casement/Rainborough, Mrs Wingfield/Miss Foy, Mischa/Nina, 
Rosa/Nina—this is not exhaustive) it gains in intensity. Coupled 
with the sense of Hitler, and all that entails, the sense the book 
conveys of our lost coherence of purpose and sense of rooted 
freedom in society since Rosa’s mother lived, the meditation on 
inevitable ageing (Mrs Wingfield, Rosa, Miss Foy, the Lusiewiczs’ 
mother) this heaping up of an insistent pattern of emotion, makes 
the novel a unified and finally emotionally intense picture of the 
state of mind of our society. 

Within fantasy-myth, recurrent symbols are of course to be 
expected. The whole action is symbolic at its most important level. 
Under the Net is about the search for truth, social, moral and 
aesthetic. Flight is about the predatory aspects of power and love in 
society. And the symbols and the characters alike—Hugo, Mischa, 
the Lusiewiczs; the eyes in the mime theatre and the studio; the 
inhuman machinery in Flight; Hugo’s fireworks; Mrs Wingfields’ 
scars; the Artemis; Jake’s flight through Paris; Mars the dog; all 
these are simply part of the unity of the action, and Miss Murdoch 
can let her mechanical and elaborate imagination go on them be- 
cause her main moral points are symbolic points—the book is the 
symbol. I think this is why I, at least, feel that Miss Murdoch was 
happiest when writing these first two books, and that in them form 
and subject matter, myth and ideas come most naturally together. 
The passions and the intellect do not always, as many people 
suppose, run in different directions. And Miss Murdoch seems to 
me to be a writer whose intellectual and emotional preoccupations 
must be running together before she can write at the highest pitch. 
With all the books after The Flight from the Enchanter there is a sense 
of the writer’s being hampered by the battle between form and 
moral content, symbol and individual, theory of the novel and 
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natural inclination. There is a sense of labour, of over-conscious 
effort not to pattern, which impedes our sense of the novels as 
novels. Miss Murdoch, like many of her characters, seems to me to 
be in the grip of the theory that there should be no theory; a theory 
that the novel is not a myth or a symbol, but ‘a house fit for free 
characters to live in’. 

It is arguable of course that a novelist could not sustain this kind 
of fantasy-myth for an indefinite period: and it is perhaps likely 
that Miss Murdoch would, quite apart from any theory on the 
matter, have moved naturally on to the more realistic novel. With 
The Sandcastle we come to a kind of fiction which cannot be called 
‘myth’ at all and cannot, perhaps, even be seen as a symbolic novel. 
It is a naturalistic novel elaborated by symbols: Liffey, the dog, 
Felicity’s gipsy and the sandcastle itself; the castle Rain kept build- 
ing from dry sand on Mediterranean beaches, which were “dirty 
and very dry. When I tried to make a sandcastle, the sand would 
just run away between my fingers. It was too dry to hold together. 
And even if I poured sea water over it, the sun would dry it up 
at once.’ 

This particular symbol clearly adds a kind of extra dimension to 
the novel. It is connected to Rain’s name and, as G. S. Fraser 
pointed out, to her feeling that she must find water when she drives 
Mor out in her car. The sandcastle image, since it reflects on Rain’s 
illusory relationship with Mor, which dies of ‘dryness’ and also her 
life in a sense, and also connects her influence on Mor’s dryness 
with that of the rain she symbolizes, could be said to work. It 
connects things which are not connected in any other way, and 
enlarges our sense of them—although not, I would suggest, very 
well, or very efficiently. 

But what are we to make of dog and gipsy? Here, there is a 
difference of degree. The dog has elements of the ‘natural’ symbol; 
the sort of symbol, that is, that one finds working in one’s own life. 
It does seem natural that Mor and his wife should remember this 
animal, which they had early in their marriage, as part of, or a 
symbol of, a vanished vitality in that marriage. Felicity’s use of it 
—and of the gipsy—as part of her fantasy life and magic ritual is 
more suspect—an element of whimsy enters here, perhaps connected 
with Miss Murdoch’s sentimental nostalgia about the intense feel- 
ings and imaginings of adolescence. And Felicity’s asking Mor for 
a dog at the end of the book, because of the way the symbol has been 
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used, adds a portentousness to what is in fact already being made, 
more delicately, clear by more simple narrative methods. 

As for the gipsy: Miss Murdoch tells me that he ‘is intended to 
relate Rain to Felicity (as rivals for Mor). The gipsy is Rain’s un- 
conscious “shadow” (she is a gipsy) and Felicity’s “god” or help.’ 

There are several questions which it seems to me that a literary 
critic could ask here. Does the gipsy in fact relate these characters? 
If he does, is this the best way of doing it? And what does the 
introduction of this purely symbolic figure do to the unity of the 
book as a whole? 

It seems to me that Miss Murdoch does have a limited success in 
relating Rain and Felicity through the gipsy, simply because his 
rather ‘magical’ appearances and reappearances do connect Felicity’s 
emotions with Rain’s since he is seen alternately with each. But, as I 
said in Chapter III, I do think that the use of the gipsy here does in 
fact avoid a problem the more consistently naturalistic novelist 
would have had to cope with; the making real and important of 
Felicity’s relationship with Mor in the novel. Because of the gipsy 
we do not need a real confrontation of Mor with his daughter (or 
of Rain with Felicity) and thus the presence of the gipsy, far from 
intensifying the meaning or deepening our sense of complexity, 
produces a slackening of that emotional tension which is the great 
strength of the novel. 

This point goes some way to answering my last question: the 
presence of the gipsy does, as perhaps Liffey does not, do violence 
to the unity of the book as a whole. Such a figure, appearing in 
Under the Net or Flight could have been taken as a sign or a portent, 
because we naturally expect in terms of fantasy-myth such odd 
appearances to be signs or portents. But here, where Miss Murdoch 
has tried so hard and in some ways so successfully to give the texture 
of life as we imagine we experience it, a ‘sign’ which appears, not 
to someone like Michael given by nature to see signs, but evidently 
with the weight of the author’s idea of the book behind it, jars us 
because it is merely part of the author’s conceptual mechanism, the 
ideas showing on the surface and not embedded in the story. We 
respond differently to signs of this kind in different textures of 
work and here it is incongruous. 

There are good things in the book: Don’s climb and flight, Mor’s 
distress and most of the portrait of Nan who is very real and not 
too simple. The narrative tension is well constructed and the 
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atmosphere of school and provincial society well sustained. I have 
picked on the gipsy because he is Miss Murdoch’s first and crudest 
use of symbol in a naturalistic novel; he has been admired, by 
academic critics who admire a book for that kind of ‘poetic’ con- 
ceptual completeness which Miss Murdoch so suspects, and the 
discovery of which we feel as achievement, but should perhaps 
suspect too. 

The Bell is in many ways Miss Murdoch’s most complete 
achievement so far. It does combine, successfully, the complexity 
of theme and relation of characters to a central idea which is the 
strength of the first two books, with the straightforward natural 
emotion and deepness of life which Miss Murdoch partially 
achieved in The Sandcastle. In The Bell both Michael and Dora are 
real and unexpected individuals; Michael as a type, ineffectual 
homosexual idealist, schoolmaster cum priest, we may have met 
often enough before, but such a character can rarely have been 
treated with the completely non-sentimental respect and the patient 
understanding which Miss Murdoch affords him. The same is true 
of Dora, who is a character less easy to stereotype absolutely, but 
possibly much easier to make into a fairly interesting variation on 
a stock theme—life-loving girl, not grown up, carelessly badly 
behaved. But Dora, too, cannot be so easily summed up, is treated 
with respect, has roundness and variety—consider the detail in 
which her feeling for Paul is presented, the ‘rightness’ with which 
her moments of self-consciousness are placed, and her sudden 
moments of wisdom. 

And Miss Murdoch, by giving us unexpected peripheral detail 
—Peter Topglass, what information we have about the Straffords’ 
marriage, Catherine as Michael sees her in London—has built up a 
solidity of real life around her community which does increase that 
pure pleasure in its reality which in a different context but for the 
same reasons we feel about a novel of Jane Austen’s. 

In The Bell, too, Miss Murdoch is more successful at integrating 
her symbolism and her imagery in general with the plot and char- 
acters at the simple narrative level. I am thinking here not so much 
of the bell itself, which I have discussed fairly fully in the chapter 
on the book, but of the other images, the symbolic, the meta- 
physical weights which attach themselves quite naturally to things 
which are part of the scenery; the lake, for instance, the birds, the 
music, the garden and the abbey. I think it might be useful here to 
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make a distinction between a ‘natural’ symbol and what I have 
called a ‘planted’ symbol. The ‘natural’ symbol is something real in 
an action or a piece of fictional scenery, to which certain emotions 
quite naturally attach themselves, even in terms of the characters’ 
own perception of them. I think in this instance particularly of 
Peter Topglass’s trapped birds, where it is Michael who points out 
their symbolic relevance. 


‘Some birds will even enter an unbaited trap out of sheer curiosity.’ 
“Again, like human beings,’ said Michael. 


And it is Michael, in the same scene, who points the relevance of 
the imitated birdsong to the theme in Murdoch terms. 


‘It’s as good as the real thing!’ cried Dora. 

‘Nothing’s as good as the real thing,’ said Peter. ‘It’s odd that even a 
perfect imitation, as soon as you know it’s an imitation, gives much less 
pleasure, I remember Kant says how disappointed your dinner guests are 
when they discover that the after-dinner nightingale is a small boy posted 
: > 
in a grove. 

“A case of the natural attractiveness of truth,’ said Michael.8 


Once we have these images of the birds and the birdsong in the 
novel, they reappear naturally enough and are reinforced by the 
associations they already have for us; the emotional weight in 
Dora’s hearing the blackbird over the telephone from London 
would not be the same if we did not already know that the birds 
represent a particular aspect of the ‘natural’ purity of the country 
community. The same is true of the music imagery which inter- 
weaves with the bird imagery: Bach is austere, Mozart is an achieve- 
ment for Dora, but these are more important because of the ways 
in which we see music related to the characters’ spiritual states 
throughout the book. 

Michael’s thought about curiosity and traps both intensifies and 
directs the loose emotion the other characters feel about the ringing 
of the birds, because it does relate, precisely, Michael as we know 
him, to the action of ringing birds. And Paul laughing at Dora’s 
distress over the trapped bird, while Michael laughs at Toby’s, are 
supremely natural, Freudian if we like, symbols: the fear and 
laughter reflect, closely enough the attitudes of gentle predator and 
simple victim in the human relationships as in that between the 
man and the bird. And it is again, in a satisfactorily complicated 
way natural that we should see these attitudes to birds, symbolically 
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and really, relevant to the community’s controversy over whether 
shooting predatory squirrels and pigeons is permissible—the hunt, 
the decision, being human, not to hunt, the ‘natural’ killings of 
animals, the ‘unnatural’ aspirations of human beings, in Simone 
Weil’s terms; all these are so contained in this idea that symbol and 
fictional reality work together. Liffey, and the more formal but 
delicately repeated hand imagery in Flight are natural images in 
this sense. They are all illustrative, intensifying, unifying symbols; 
they strengthen the frame and thematic structure of the novel. 

But what of the bell itself? Is this natural or planted, or, if 
planted, does it work? 

Miss Murdoch has certainly made a great effort to make it work. 
She has given it a vivid legend which relates it to the feeling that 
convents automatically arouse in many people; that they are traps, 
that they destroy love and turn passion into evil. She has made the 
raising of the bell mechanically entirely convincing and dramatic. 
J. Souvage, in what is in many ways a perceptive article, entitled 
Symbol as Narrative Device,® regards Miss Murdoch’s use of the bell 
as something which affects the events in the narrative as a new and 
exciting technical achievement. I think myself that it is ultimately 
not successful, and for the same reasons as the gipsy is unsuccessful. 
Partly, Miss Murdoch fails simply to make us see the bell as a 
symbol for spiritual energy. James’ and Michael’s analogies between 
the bell and the spiritual events they are describing are a little far- 
fetched, a little too thought up in order to suit not their but their 
author's pattern. In the legend it is the sin and death of the nun 
which are moving and relevant; the bell here too is decorative, not 
an intrinsic part of the emotion; it is dragged in. 

Iam not splitting hairs here, I think. The only place where the bel] 
is naturally symbolically involved in the real events is in the absurd 
hymn. 

Some of the part it plays in the action, as I wrote earlier, could 
be more forcefully played realistically. If Dora is to have a ‘rite of 
power and liberation’ and later a ‘truth-telling’ then this must have 
force outside the associations of the bell as we have it. We under- 
stand Miss Murdoch’s purpose at these moments, because we know 
that the bell is a symbol for spiritual energy, but we know it in- 
tellectually because she has decided that this shall be so, not because 
the bell works particularly well. And so we have a distressing feel- 
ing of being cheated of our climax, our moment of knowledge, as 
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we were by the gipsy’s appearance instead of a confrontation of 
Mor and his daughter. It is academically pleasurable to find that a 
symbol has been used, technically with success as a narrative device. 
But it is arguably less pleasurable than something more real would 
have been. 

Although, with the drowning of the second bell the symbol is 
back in proportion and is not carrying too much moral or nar- 
rative weight; the reader’s attention is focussed on Catherine, on 
Dora, on the Bishop and Paul, as it should be, and the bell is not 
troublesome. 

I do not know whether I am here criticizing Miss Murdoch’s 
achievement in using a symbol successfully as the narrative king- 
pin in a realistic novel, or whether I am making a more general 
statement that symbols in the symbolic novel can usefully intensify 
the narrative, as the birds do, and also broaden its terms of reference 
but cannot, successfully, take an essential part in the narrative 
without destroying its unity. I would agree with the critics who 
maintain that the golden bowl itself is almost irrelevant in a novel 
which achieves almost all that is said by its symbolic use better in 
other ways. In Flight we accept the arbitrary Artemis, another 
narrative device, because it amuses and the whole framework is 
conceptual and fantastic. In Henderson, The Rain King the lions, 
frogs, Henderson’s teeth, are both natural symbol, narrative device, 
and simple reality without any sense of jarring. But then, con- 
versely, Henderson vigorous though it is, and achieved in a way none 
of Miss Murdoch’s books entirely is, does not have that sense of 
lived reality which is The Bell’s greatest strength. Our reaction to 
Henderson is intellectual and poetic, not primarily the sympathy one 
accords a good novel; it may well be that the bell would be more 
at home in a real myth of that kind. 

This brings us of course, to A Severed Head, which Malcolm 
Bradbury specifically compared with Henderson in its use of myth- 
ical truth and myth as a method of approaching truth. I have 
already elaborated in Chapter V on the uses of the symbol of the 
severed head and I shall not go over that ground again. The symbol 
here, it could be argued, is in a way more successful than the bell 
since it does provide what one feels is the central unity of the book 
as a whole. The head image, more diffuse, more various, more 
elaborate (Georgie’s severed hair, Alexander’s realistic head, 
Martin’s mother, Honor’s references to it), is artistically a very 


200 DEGREES OF FREEDOM 


different matter from the real bell stuck in the real mud and carry- 
ing planted overtones. A Severed Head in many ways returns to 
Miss Murdoch’s earlier manner; the elaboration of repetitive situa- 
tions around a central theme, here central image, to make a cumu- 
lative moral impression. It is a very ‘finished’ book; it all hangs 
together, it is worked through, nothing jars us. If it lacks the 
vitality, the intense feeling and movement of the first two novels, 
it has a certain subtlety to balance this. 

It is not a realistic novel, nor even a novel which integrates 
symbol and action into myth, although it is worth remarking in 
passing that like Under the Net it has a reality that anchors its fan- 
tastic events to our experience; in this case a moral reality. Miss 
Murdoch has excellently caught the oddity of our behaviour when, 
faced with a moral and emotional crisis, we attempt to behave in a 
‘civilized’ manner. Martin’s contortions and manceuvres may be 
fantastic, but they grow from reality. It is not a book I like very 
much or take much pleasure in re-reading, in spite of this moral 
truth and in spite of the admiration I feel for the sheer ingenuity 
with which Miss Murdoch has worked her image into the very 
texture of her action, so that at every turn it deepens, reinforces, 
opens up the implications of her themes (sculpture and art; judg- 
ment; execution; body severed from mind; Freud; Sartre). She has 
indeed temporarily solved the problem of fitting intellectual sym- 
bolism into ‘real’ action, but at the price of returning partially 
to her old manner without her old intensity and warmth of 
feeling. There is a coldness, a contrived necessity about this 
book, which Miss Murdoch is not fighting against; it is damn- 
ingly perceptive, but not, in Miss Murdoch’s sense, tolerant or 
loving, and whilst one admires her inexorable pursuit of true 
judgment, it is simply amusing, simply vivid. The symbol here 
is not narrative device, nor does it grow naturally; it is illus- 
trative and contrived—but contrivance does not jar for all is 
contrived. 

And thus there is little room for warmth of character—Georgie 
who has it in her to be the muddle of intelligence and ‘honesty’ and 
emotion which is interesting in Dora and Jake, is edged out of the 
action before she has had any time to live, and at the end of the 
book the real sense we have of Martin’s quite complex character— 
the mixture of weakness and a certain inactive intelligence— is sub- 
ordinated to the mythical and ‘poetic’ inevitability of the ending at 
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that level. In fact if we look too closely we may even see that the 
study of Martin’s character would lead us to require to explore a 
quite different situation from the one we are given to contemplate 
as the logical conclusion of the ‘enslavement’ and ‘liberation’ 
themes. But we do not look too closely for the book is too skilfully 
constructed, and too homogeneous in tone. It is indeed excellently 
constructed, but it seems to me a jeu d’esprit outside the line of Miss 
Murdoch’s development. 

An Unofficial Rose is Miss Murdoch’s most ambitious book. In it 
she makes her most sustained attempt to integrate realism and 
symbolism, respect for the individual character and his individual 
fate with the ‘metaphysical dimension’—the ideas of goodness and 
consciousness, or unconsciousness, ‘form’ and contingency with 
which she has been most concerned. Technically she has succeeded 
to a large extent, in that intellectually her patterning is coherent 
and acceptable. Both the Tintoretto and the rosesare planted symbols 
but both, through the way in which Miss Murdoch has worked the 
story round them, take on the life of natural symbols more or less 
successfully. Hugh and the Tintoretto, that is, Randall, Ann and 
the roses, and their different attitudes to them, illuminate each 
other, expand each other; Hugh’s marriage and the Tintoretto are 
so naturally integrated to start with, that when the painting be- 
comes part of the narrative mechanism it is much more deeply 
embedded in our consciousness of the characters than the bell which 
is isolated, planted on us. And the roses, although some of Ran- 
dall’s musings on them could be called ‘fanciful’, in a bad sense, are 
a datum, are part of the story even if Miss Murdoch’s metallic grip 
can be seen manipulating the references to them to her own shape. 
As an idea, as the initial structure of a novel, the stringing of the 
themes and stories between the ‘natural’ perfection of the rose 
(Ann’s dogrose, Lindsay’s polychrome rose, “his darling, the white 
rose, Miranda’) and the artistic perfection of the individual Tin- 
toretto painting is excellent. 

I have discussed the German dagger earlier, and would only 
repeat now that it is a planted symbol of the gipsy kind, a mechan- 
ized statement of a dimension not fully realized and not integrated 
into the book. I mean that when I write that Iris Murdoch has put 
the whole German savagery into it and the savagery of Felix’s pro- 
fession, and the savagery of the relation of Penn and Miranda, I 
feel this is something she and I have thought, not something which 
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works in itself; this because Penn and Miranda are not, as Felicity 
was not, present enough to be enlarged by the extra references of 
the symbol, and thus it becomes a substitute for their feeling and 
not a deepening of it. This point could perhaps be extended to a 
general thought about the place of the symbol in a novel in the 
naturalistic tradition: the symbol is almost never of use unless the 
emotions, or relationships, which it represents are already suffici- 
ently realised by other means. 

We could make out a good critical case for the novel having a 
reality of a naturalistic kind, selecting our material carefully. Most 
of Hugh (except parts of the scenes with Emma), a great deal of 
Mildred, especially her practical moral muddle over advising 
Hugh, and, most importantly, the extremely well-imagined, 
beautifully detailed, truly felt inarticulate relationships between 
Felix and Ann. 

But in spite of these virtues I do not think the book does leave us 
with an impression either of complete complex reality or emo- 
tional power. I have offered some reasons for this in my chapter 
on it. Also it is, in parts, not well written; this is important, but to 
be discussed at a later point. But it can, perhaps, be seen, in terms 
of the symbolic novel, the tension between ideas, form and free 
characters, as the place where Miss Murdoch’s theory has been 
most perfectly satisfied in its demands—to a certain extent at the 
expense of the novel. It is a realistic novel, but it has not the 
emotional atmosphere or depth of simpler structures—Under the 
Net, The Bell—and one feels that Miss Murdoch in some way 
simulated freedom in Hugh, in Penn, in Ann even, let alone Randall. 
It is in the last resort, an imitation—an excellent imitation—of a 
real novel. 

To locate this feeling to explain it is difficult. If we take the more 
fantastic scenes—the scene where Randall seduces Lindsay, for 
instance—we feel there is something missing here which we have 
seen Miss Murdoch do in other places. If these scenes had been 
written in the first two books, one feels, Miss Murdoch would have 
enjoyed them more, and this would have been their justification. But 
their perfunctory nature here is partly a result of lack of pleasure 
and partly a result of their being subordinated to an over-rigid sense 
of what makes a good novel, what part they are to play in the 
pattern. This last criticism could be extended to the serious scenes 


in the book, too—it is as though the feeling had been over-digested 
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at an earlier stage of the planning which we are not privileged to 
witness. 

I am not here seriously comparing these scenes to the lively 
patterned ones of the earlier books, because Miss Murdoch is here 
attempting something different. Part of the theory behind An 
Unofficial Rose is that such rigid patterning is bad for the novel— 
but paradoxically, here, with the unashamed patterning some of 
the life departs and we are left with a carefully worked-in pattern 
dependent upon a theory of freedom of characters. 

Miss Murdoch, it seems to me, like Simone Weil, in some funda- 
mental way suspects the imagination. Whilst this may well be a 
virtue in a true ascetic, it is very dangerous for the novelist. Miss 
Murdoch has clearly a very lively and passionate imagination; we 
can see this when we consider both the vividness of events in Under 
the Net and the intensity of emotion as communicated to us, in both 
Mor and Michael Meade. But this imagination seems to work only 
intermittently. 

In Against Dryness Miss Murdoch does contrast fantasy/imagina- 
tion and connects ‘imagination’ with respect for contingency. 
Throughout The Bell however she is content to let the two words, 
as far as I can see, mean roughly the same thing; Dora thinks it was 
all in her imagination, and the word used here is derogatory. This 
is in a sense drawing a point too finely, but I think it is significant. 

Fantasy, in Miss Murdoch’s critical vocabulary, can mean any- 
thing from simple day-dreaming to making elaborate conceptual 
patterns from our experience which do not fit the brute and con- 
tingent reality they describe. Under the Net is an argument for the 
necessary use of Wittgenstein’s conceptual net, as a net. Concepts, 
that is, we must have, whether we like it or not. 

But day-dreaming, enjoying an imagined incident or emotion, 
I feel Miss Murdoch has come to fear. Thus An Unofficial Rose is 
bedevilled by the seriousness of its purpose, the moral intention of 
respect of the freedom of its characters, the novelist’s gathering of 
material for characters ‘other than herself’. It is not, or only patchily, 
informed by that sense of reality which we get from the novelist 
indulging in fantasy, in day-dreaming, in ‘living amongst’ her 
characters. Miss Murdoch is shy of them, because she respects them 
so; and when she rather deliberately tries not to be shy she is some- 
times embarrassing. 

It is very well and proper for Doctor Leavis to point out that 
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George Eliot in Maggie Tulliver was paying back her own griefs 
—but part of Maggie’s life came from that too; it was the excesses 
only that were uncomfortable, the purely wish-fulfilment day- 
dreaming. And I suppose there is an element of wish-fulfilment 
day-dreaming in the immense reality of the feeling in Persuasion. 
But Miss Murdoch here seems to me so obsessed with the expung- 
ing of the self from the work of art—what she calls the negative 
capability—that she does not, as a writer, inhabit her action with the 
vigour with which she should. And this, to a real novel, is fatal. We 
do not all have to be Brontés to take a pleasure in the life of our 
characters that comes from us; but if we, in Simone Weil’s or any 
other theoretical sense, expunge ourselves completely from the 
matter in hand we shall hardly save the life. There is a unifying 
presence, in Shakespeare and Tolstoi, whom Miss Murdoch so 
admires, of a delighted imagination—a kind of pride, a kind of 
sense of life in perceiving—let alone in Keats who first said ‘negative 
capability’. I believe Miss Murdoch (and I am not thereby com- 
paring her with Tolstoi and Shakespeare in any other way) had this 
in The Bell and, through some excess of care and scrupulousness, 
lost much of it in An Unofficial Rose. 

The Unicorn, like A Severed Head, makes no real attempt to come 
to terms with Miss Murdoch’s idea of the novel proper. Indeed, it 
shares with that book both an interest in Freudian uses of myth- 
ology and a certain coldness, a certain ultimate impassivity towards 
its own story quite different from the unachieved feeling of An 
Unofficial Rose. It does not, with this book, matter as it mattered 
with An Unofficial Rose that the characters should seem unreal or 
uninteresting even; it is the events which must move us or fail to 
move us. It was the events that moved us in the two earliest books 
but the events here are of such a different kind that completely 
different formal questions become relevant in judging the novel. 
Both Under the Net and The Unicorn are fantasy-mythical pictures 
of the pursuit of truth: both The Unicorn and The Flight from the 
Enchanter are elaborate images of the workings of Até. But whereas 
the artificially various background and the unreally amusing events 
of the first two books were an excellent background for the high 
comic treatment of the metaphysical issues involved, the attitude to 
truth and to suffering in The Unicorn is not one which lends itself 
to a fantastic treatment with any ease—or at least, not one within 
Miss Murdoch’s grasp. 
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It is significant, I think, that the beginning of the book is so 
much better than the end. Whilst Miss Murdoch is simply telling a 
story—communicating to us the sinister aspects of the landscape, 
Marian’s unreasonable fear, the slight repulsion she feels from 
Hannah’s oddity—she does so excellently, and theevents have reson- 
ance outside themselves. The slow change in Scottow from pleasant 
burly countryman to something indefinably horrible and cruel is 
excellently done, too—the moment, for instance, when he touches 
Jamesie’s cheek with his whip. The whole monotonous strangeness 
of country, house, society is something new and exciting. 

But, the events cannot bear the weight of the spiritual significance 
they have, and this is because of something quite simple. We do not 
for a moment believe in Hannah’s suffering, either in the earlier 
stages when she is a ‘false God’ or later when she has been awoken 
by Gerald. It all remains an idea—Miss Murdoch tells us that 
Hannah suffers and then proceeds to build philosophic patterns on 
the assumption that Hannah’s suffering is, or might be thought to 
be, real in Simone Weil’s sense. But we always know it is not real 
—and indeed unless we have read Simone Weil we do not know 
what it is enough to know the terms in which to think of its reality. 
This is partly a matter of Miss Murdoch’s prose, which in The 
Unicorn is not only abstract but refers outside the novel for its 
meaning; it is a kind of shorthand to which we have the key only 
when we have read Simone Weil. 

The Unicorn has, like The Flight from the Enchanter, a kind of 
crossword puzzle intellectual excitement; once one has as it were 
‘solved’ the Freudian/mythical references of the behaviour of 
Hannah in particular and the community as a whole, the action 
becomes moving as we compare it to its interpretation. It has also 
the intellectual excitement present in A Severed Head; it is as though 
Miss Murdoch had set herself here the problem of seeing which 
interpretation was ‘correct’ in terms not of the Medusa’s head as a 
symbol, but of actions which might ambiguously be called either 
obsessional neurosis or religious redemptive suffering. 

There is a sense in which here to use a narrative, a novel, as our 
means of exploring the interpretations is less fantastic, less of a 
game than in A Severed Head. Religious activity is real, obsessional 
neurosis is real, the two overlap, and are something we can care 
about to a certain extent in a story, in a life as we see it, as we cannot 
care theoretically. It is also arguable that Miss Murdoch could not 
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have studied this particular kind of religious activity except by 
describing it symbolically, from the outside, appealing to our 
imagination, as religion does, through the symbolic ambiguity and 
emotional force of myth. 

To describe the spiritual progress of someone in terms in which 
it is to be assumed such progress takes place is something, as far as 
I know, only achieved successfully by Dostoievski, who had the 
advantage of a violent life in which his spiritual insights were also 
violent and easily translatable into narrative. Today we cannot 
write as he could, and in any case the contemplative life has, as 
Effingham observes, ‘no story and is not tragic’. And it is with this 
and its peripheral activities that Miss Murdoch is concerned. 

Granted, then, that The Unicorn is an attempt by means of the 
creation of a private myth, a private religious symbolism, to ex- 
plore our attitudes, psychoanalytical and philosophic, to contempla- 
tion, to religious suffering, to evil and innocence, how far does it 
succeed and how far is it possible to succeed? 

I think Miss Murdoch has a limited success in her creation of a 
significant set of surroundings for her myth. The whole scene: sea, 
cliffs, bog, vegetation, dolmen, villagers, the odd aeroplane, 
salmon, hares, pheasants, furniture, has indeed been invested with 
that curious significance the landscape has in a good fairy-tale, or in 
Wuthering Heights, even (although Iris Murdoch’s precision of 
symbolic reference could with profit be compared to Emily 
Bronté’s more general spiritual awareness of her real surroundings). 

The echoes of Le Fanu are less fortunate. Strangeness for the 
sake of strangeness leads to a kind of fantasy in which it is easy to 
make subtle moral points or psychological points—that green tea 
releases the unconscious malevolent monkey in a clergyman’s con- 
sciousness, that unconscious guilt can drive us to do violence to our- 
selves, apparently irrationally. But spiritual events are another matter. 

Simone Weil’s religious experience, if it has any validity, is 
uneasy seen in terms of the wealthy Anglo-Irish, or whatever they 
are, of vague ‘distant’ suffering, of magic garden and beautiful lady. 
Simone Weil wanted to study prostitutes and criminals; she herself 
worked in a factory and lived on the dole; she forced herself to eat 
too little and died partially of privation; her examples of the 
afflicted are always drawn from the outcasts, the refugees (like 
Nina), and part of the accuracy of her analysis of suffering depends 
on her seeing these conditions imaginatively and clearly. I am 
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husband does not suffer as Simone Weil and her outcasts suffered 
(however she created her own suffering to parallel theirs). I am 
only saying that as an image of suffering she is much less likely to 
do more than stir the fantasy in us. It is a point that Miss Murdoch 
could make but does not make that there is a difference between 
these kinds of suffering, particularly since the religious ideas 
without which we cannot understand Hannah’s suffering at all are 
Simone Weil’s and Simone Weil drew them from her experience 
of the real outcasts. Simone Weil’s own self-created suffering is 
again different in kind from anything we can even attribute to 
Hannah. There is a touch of frivolity, a lack of seriousness in 
Hannah’s story (not comic) which is uneasy when we realize how 
heavily the spiritual overtones are insisted on. Her death, Scottow’s 
violation of her, her ‘sick’ suffering are moving in the wrong way. 
I am fully aware that part of Miss Murdoch’s point is that they are 
moving in the wrong way. Effingham comes to see this sufficiently. 
But this does not still dispose of my point that there is a basic lack 
of balance, over and above what Miss Murdoch intended, between 
the religious ‘reality’ she is trying, however fantastically, to 
approach and the events she uses as symbols for that reality. This 
violates the unity of the book, produces artistic discomfort and 
uncertainty; The Unicorn is not sure what kind of a book it is. 

So here we have again the tension between reality, freedom of 
characters, and the metaphysical dimension, the area of ideas 
created by the myth. Here, I think, it is the idea which is ultimately 
intractable; this is not to condemn the novel out of hand. It is all 
too easy to decide, with Miss Murdoch’s novels, that something is 
wrong and forget what is right—Marian’s bluntness, Denis’s 
solidity, atmosphere, small moral and narrative twists. And it has 
extended the area in which Miss Murdoch can attack the relation 
of symbol to reality, even if it has partially failed on the way. The 
way in which the Freudian and religious interpretations of Hannah’s 
behaviour reinforce and complicate each other is exciting technic- 
ally, even if in the end the religious idea proves intractable. 


We have now considered Miss Murdoch’s first six novels in 
terms of their form, particularly the relationship of the symbols to 
the ideas and to the ‘real’ unity of the novel as a whole and Miss 
Murdoch’s theory of the novel. It seems to me that many of the 
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criticisms I have directed at the novels are partly a result of the 
developing complexity of Miss Murdoch’s sense of the novel form; 
if the later books are less successful it is partly because Miss Murdoch 
is deliberately trying to extend the terms of reference of both her 
form and her ideas, and that this in itself is evidence of a continuing 
and powerful vitality. I know of no other novelist who sees the 
problem of form in the modern novel quite as she does; writers 
are, as she says, usually simply crystalline or simply naturalistic, and 
her attempt to explore the possibilities of a combination of the two 
seems to me intelligent and admirable, if at times a little nervous— 
because of the natural habit of her own mind, or because of a more 
general unease in the creation of sustained realistic narrative at this 
time, of which she is only more than usually conscious. It is a ques- 
tion, as always in art, of how to fuse the intellectual sense of order 
with a passionate sense of real complexity and solidity, and Miss 
Murdoch seems to me at her best to have the equipment to do this 
if she has never quite struck the balance in a sustained way yet. 


III 


At the end of The Sublime and the Beautiful Revisited, Miss 
Murdoch quotes Henry James from a letter about a novel by 
Pierre Loti. 


Perhaps you will find in it something of the same strange eloquence of 
suggestion and rhythm as I do: which is what literature gives when it is 
most exquisite and which constitutes its sovereign value and its resistance 
to devouring time. 


She comments: 


This, which reads almost strangely now, comes to remind us that novels 
are after all written in words. I have suggested that we are still suffering 
from the Romantic attack on words. The novelist who is either poet or 
journalist is not using prose as he should. 


And in Against Dryness she writes: 


Through literature we can rediscover a sense of the density of our lives. 
Literature can arm us against consolation and fantasy and can help us to 
recover from the ailments of Romanticism. If it can be said to have a 
task, now, that surely is its task. But if it is to perform it, prose must 
recover its former glory, eloquence and discourse must return. I would 
connect eloquence with the attempt to speak the truth. I think here of the 
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work of Albert Camus. All his novels were written; but the last one, 
though less striking and successful than the first two seems to me to have 
been a more serious attempt upon the truth: and illustrates what I mean 
by eloquence.!° 


Miss Murdoch’s novels have attempted increasingly to be elo- 
quent in this sense. The first two are, one might say, more con- 
sistently well-written than the later ones and have less lapses into 
simply unsuccessful attempts on eloquence. It was fashionable in the 
early days to say that Miss Murdoch wrote beautifully; it is now 
fashionable to say that she is an interesting novelist but writes badly, 
is both too sloppy and too rhetorical now, and perhaps not careful 
enough. I think there is some justice in this criticism, but that it 
only becomes interesting or truly fair when it is elaborated out of 
its simplicity. There are ways in which Miss Murdoch writes ex- 
tremely well, and there are ways in which she writes unsuccessfully, 
and these may coexist not only in the same book, but on the same 
page. As with the relation of naturalism to symbolism I find her 
own criteria of good prose apt and helpful. And again, in this case 
too, I think her sense of what prose should be has bedevilled her easy 
use of the kind of prose she naturally writes well. She is someone 
who is passionate or eloquent in bursts, and both when she is 
describing certain kinds of powerful feeling and when she is writing 
deliberately ‘eloquent’ descriptive prose, one senses a deliberate, 
almost devil-may-care bursting out of a natural restraint, a natural 
reluctance to write so, combined with a strong feeling that some- 
thing is lost if this kind of thing cannot politely be done in prose. 
Here we should sympathize, and before we condemn look at the 
worst excesses of writers generally agreed to be good prose stylists 
—Lawrence, of course, and in our own time William Golding, 
whose descriptions of agony in Free Fall are much more worked 
up and sloppily ‘poetic’ than anything Miss Murdoch allows herself. 

We are bedevilled in our time by a sense of humour—which 
Miss Murdoch excellently possesses—and prefer things said in- 
directly, or with understatement, or irony; Miss Murdoch’s theory 
of eloquence could be made to argue perhaps that this is a limitation 
on what we can say. I would agree with this, and thus extend 
sympathy if not entire approval to Miss Murdoch’s efforts to break 
the bonds of our mistrustful prose. 

Miss Murdoch’s use of the three terms, journalism, poetry and 

O 
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eloquence, to describe what prose can do, taken in conjunction 
with her feeling that Sartre is misled when he states simply that 
whereas poetry creates a thing ‘outside language’ prose is ‘simply 
for communication’, seems to me a good way of coming at the 
area in which a novel through its language moves us. It should, she 
says, ‘create a complete and unclassifiable image’. And this image, 
within the novel, is necessarily diffuse; there is the eloquence 
created by someone with a natural ear for the banalities of ordinary 
conversation and ordinary thought, who can so ‘place’ these that 
they have a resonance beyond themselves; there is the eloquence of 
things vividly seen and accurately described (connected to our 
sense of the density of our lives); there is the eloquence of “extra- 
ordinary’ conversation and thought, precisely trapped and juxta- 
posed with each other; there is that deliberately serious, deliberately 
‘worked’ description of high emotion or complex feeling, that 
most of us normally think of when we speak of eloquence of 
thetoric. This is what we are most uneasy with, now; attempts at 
this are what we point to as faults in E. M. Forster or Lawrence. 
Our lack of this is why our sermons are now so bad, and our 
exhortations, since Churchill, so vulgar. It is maybe inevitable, but, 
within the novel, it is a significant loss. And it is, partly though not 
wholly, Miss Murdoch’s attempt on this lost area of sensibility 
which has brought criticism upon her. It is easier in French; it is 
significant that it is Camus whom she singles out for praise. 


A phrase like a “complete and unclassifiable image’ is vague 
enough when we come to look at it as a description of the whole 
effect of a novel. It is clearly associated with the literary idea of the 
‘organic whole’ in poetry, although this is something which we 
may be able to admire by sleight of hand. The differences between 
‘self-contained crystal’ (pejorative) and ‘organically complete 
image, sui generis’ (praise) may in practice be difficult to see, 
although the intellectual and emotional appeal of the ideas con- 
tained is easy enough to grasp. The ‘complete image’ in the poem 
is not the same as that in the novel; nevertheless we can discern a 
unity provided by the words in good novels, and can point out 
where that unity is broken. And if our criteria for judging what 
contributes to the unity and what disturbs it are different from 
those we apply to poetry, this is because the novel is more various 
and longer, and more diffuse—but the way in which a poetic novel 
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resembles symbolist poetry to its detriment is not in the language so 
much as in its repetition of over-tidy symbols: Pasternak’s berries, 
or William Golding’s tying up of his themes in Free Fall with Kings 
of Egypt (who are'in many ways successful) and mentally deficient 
girls who pee. 

If we look at Miss Murdoch’s first two books wesee that they have 
largely a unity of tone, of style, which does flow evenly. Both are 
written in a dead-pan curt style with carefully controlled romantic 
undertones which rarely (more often in Flight) get out of hand. 
Jake himself is an excellent controlling device for Miss Murdoch’s 
prose, because what we see, from her later novels, to be her natural 
fluctuations between washes of romantic feeling and a rather wry, 
rather dry wit, are naturally involved in his character. Because he 
is a kind of journalist and sees himself as an unscrupulous Bohemian, 
he indulges in amusing understatement and flat, effective jokes; 
because he is clearly, really and not through his creator, interested 
in purely philosophical problems, knows philosophers, and even 
goes as far as writing, apologetically, a philosophical book, the 
philosophical language used does not jar, but adds precision—and 
I would suggest that if we compare Under the Net with The Unicorn 
we shall find that the large difference between them is that with 
Under the Net the philosophical language can be understood in 
terms of what is in the book and refers to it, whereas with The 
Unicorn the language is too often a dead reference to some thought 
outside the book with which we are not properly in touch. 

And Jake’s moments of romantic prose strike us as entirely in 
character, part of a picture, sudden bursts of not entirely successful 
lyricism which are rather touching, because he, as I have suggested 
Miss Murdoch is, without willing it, and we all are, is partially 
ashamed of them. ‘On that day the city lets down its tumultuous 
hair which the high summer anoints with warmth and perfume.’ 
More successfully, “The twisting halls of falsehood never cease to 
appal me but I constantly enter them; possibly because I see them 
as short corridors which lead out again into the sun: though perhaps 
this is the only fatal lie.’ This is evocative if grandiose and vague. Or 


What is urgent is not urgent forever but only ephemerally. All work and 
all love, the search for wealth and fame, the search for truth, life itself, 
are made up of moments which pass and become nothing. Yet through 
this shaft of nothings we drive onwards with that miraculous vitality 
which creates our precarious habitations in the past and the future. 
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So we live; a spirit that broods and hovers over the continual death of 
time, the lost meaning, the unrecaptured moment, the un-remembered 
face, until the final chop that ends all our moments and plunges that 
spirit back into the void from which it came. So I reflected; and was 
reluctant to get off the bus. 


This is neither particularly original nor, although it has a good 
rhythm, particularly moving prose. The images are vague— ‘shaft’ 
‘habitations’ neither vivid nor entirely neutral, giving the whole a 
slight air of pretentiousness. But it has caught, with precision, the 
language, the movement of language, of a romantic like Jake 
brooding on top of a bus. It contains an element of self-mockery. 
of poise, as well. It is part of the whole book, which hovers be- 
tween the excellently vivid, idiosyncratic dialogue of thinkers, the 
description of events in themselves startling and economically told 
(Jake on the fire escape) and this kind of non-insistent Romantic 
brooding on Life. 

In The Flight from the Enchanter apart from the scenes with Mrs 
Wingfield, there is less vivid exhilaration of dialogue; all is more 
mechanical. And odd moments of rhetoric stand out uneasily and 
break the mood; Annette and Mischa by the sea, Hunter’s uncon- 
vincing illness. But Nina’s death, told so flatly and without com- 
ment, is moving, and extends the book’s terms of reference. Some 
attempts at eloquence let us down slightly: “People whom she had 
known long ago came to her now, not clearly seen, but present in 
multitude, in a great community. She held out her hands to them 
across the recent past.’ 

But the final description of Nina singing and swaying on the 
windowsill, seeing her crucifix as “a man hanging most painfully 
from his hands’, is economic rhetoric and enlarges, as it should, our 
sense of the seriousness of the rest of the action.” 

There are already traces, in Rosa’s and Annette’s relationships 
with Mischa particularly, of a certain embarrassed perfunctory use 
of emotional language, not so precise as Jake’s self-conscious per- 
ceptions, which jars. ‘Rosa inclined her head. She felt as if she was 
selling herself into captivity. But to be at his mercy was at that 
moment her most profound desire. If there had been a fire between — 
them she would have leapt into it.’ At these moments we feel that 
Miss Murdoch, by the use of a vaguely rhetorical style—derived 
perhaps from a philosopher’s sense of what people ‘do’ say at times 
of crisis—is avoiding a more precise or vivid writing. 
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The Sandcastle creates a quite different image; Miss Murdoch 
lingers lovingly and on the whole successfully on the countryside, 
vividly on the boys’ noise in the swimming-pool. She catches, as I 
said, the absurd tone of Mor’s W.E.A. class excellently, and the 
gentle silliness of Everard. Here again her moments of intense 
feeling betray her. She allows herself to write of Rain’s love- 
making ‘It was like the moaning of a dove.’ And I have already 
quoted the passage where Rain tells Mor that he is a tree and she 
is a bird (see p. 70). 

Here one can only comment that Miss Murdoch, perhaps again 
because of a philosopher's concentration on ‘usage’, on what we do 
say, on whether our descriptions are recognizably accurate, has lost 
the purely literary sense that a cliché is a cliché; an outworn phrase, 
unless used deliberately to point the kind of emotion that arises 
from consciousness of its outwornness, arouses within literary 
writing primarily a consciousness of its outwornness and only after- 
wards a recognition of its accepted meaning. Both dove and tree/ 
bird image are accurate enough, and not simply sloppy. Rosa’s 
jumping into the fire might even be accurate too. Martin Lynch- 
Gibbon at the end of A Severed Head saying absurdly to Honor 
“We must hold hands tightly and hope that we can keep hold of 
each other through the dream and out into the waking world’ is 
using cliché absurdly and as we do use it. But in these cases neither 
usage nor aptness is the point—the verbal absurdity is not simply 
the one Miss Murdoch sees and either ignores (dove) or intends 
(tree/bird, dream/ waking life) but jars us because the cliché on its 
own through our reaction to it, and unrelated to the characters, 
breaks the tension of the prose and the action. Martin is not, after 
all, inarticulate in the rest of this scene, which is in fact an example 
of how good and bad prose can occur on the same page. 

Allied to this use of apparently sloppy cliché is Miss Murdoch’s 
cheerful over-frequent use of certain key words which clearly move 
her in some evocative way— ‘appalling’ springs instantly to mind 
—with which she hopes equally vaguely to move the reader. Again, 
one feels, she thinks “this word will do here’ when in fact it detracts 
from the ‘written’ feel of her prose. This is partly why The Bell is 
better than The Sandcastle or An Unofficial Rose; it is simply more 
accurately, less loosely written; and Michael, like Jake, is an ex- 
cellent focus for rather romantic brooding, for self-conscious elo- 
quence about Life, about which the writer herself can be at the 
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same time rather wry. Dora’s language, Mrs Mark’s idiocies, 
James’s innocently pompous rhetoric and slightly unfeeling blur- 
ring of moral points reflected in his language “Margaret is such a 
motherly soul and Dora seems to like her’, ‘tampering with the 
young’s a serious matter’: all these are excellently caught, various, 
reflecting on the central themes, making a composite prose out of 
diffuse elements. The dialogues between Nick and Michael are 
economical and moving. The descriptions are alive; lake, grass, 
butterfly. It is difficult to judge Miss Murdoch’s prose because 
there is often a hairsbreadth only between her right use of 
cliché in Michael (who is shown complex in other ways; the 
cliché is a part of the complexity) and the wrong use I have just 
discussed. 

It is only in the last two books that we get large passages of what 
I consider Miss Murdoch’s worse faults: unsuccessful long rhetoric 
and philosophical shorthand. I have discussed the problem of 
Randall and ‘form’ earlier; in her use of the word here Miss 
Murdoch appeals, as she does in Max’s discussion of Hannah’s 

utative ‘purity’ ‘suffering’ ‘goodness’, to a knowledge we do not 
have and do not really obtain in the course of the book—the know- 
ledge of an intellectual or incantatory meaning these words may 
have in her own thought. Even Marian’s speech to Denis about 
Hannah, ‘freedom’, and ‘the spiritual life or whatever-the hell-it-is’ 
is uneasy, because although Marian with the use of phrases like this 
suggests an unfamiliarity with the processes of thought behind the 
definition of Hannah’s position, the word ‘freedom’ has non- 
fictional, non-practical connotations which we can feel Miss Mur- 
doch manipulating—and this detracts from the reality of Marian, 
turns the novel into a kind of disquisition, and breaks the imagina- 
tive unity provided by the descriptive prose. 

The passages of rhetoric I do not like are closely connected with 
these. I would instance Randall’s vision of the roses, and Effing- 
ham’s vision of the light streaming from everything that was not 
himself. These are vague, and they for their force depend, particu- 
larly Effingham’s vision, on a philosophical knowledge we have not 
got. We have only to think of the accuracy with which a seven- 
teenth-century writer could have built up a rhapsody on roses to 
see how embarrassed Miss Murdoch is with them; or, in comparison 
with Effingham, a seventeenth-century preacher on love and the 
extinction of the self. 
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There were moments when he knew that he loved nothing in the world 
so much as he loved these roses; and that he loved them with a love of 
such transcendent purity that they made him for the moment like to 
themselves. He could have knelt before these flowers, wept before them, 
knowing them to be not only the most beautiful things in existence, but 
the most beautiful things conceivable. God in his dreams did not see 
anything lovelier. Indeed the roses were God and Randall worshipped. 


‘Like to themselves’ is significant; the archaism here sets the arti- 
ficial tone of the whole passage, which has an artificial and worked 
up urgency. It is theoretical, derivative, literary, somehow finally 
unrelated to real or ideal roses in any concrete or written way. 
But this said—and the vagueness is echoed in slightly less than 
clear-cut descriptions of Ann’s emotions, Penn’s emotions, too— 
there is much good writing left: the sustained accuracy of Ann’s 
dialogue with Felix, the correctness of presentation in speech, of 
Mildred’s degree of intelligence and insight, Hugh’s trailing 
thoughts, the description of Ann’s damp bonfire. I have thought 
that Miss Murdoch was being lazy in the last two books and 
writing too fast; but I now believe that some of the awkwardness 
is a result of a sustained attempt to extend her capacities, treat more 
directly, more truthfully, with powerful emotions; and that a 
combination of her own shyness, the state of written English prose 
at this time, and a kind of blunting of the sensibility which comes 
with the philosopher’s awareness of what a word can ‘normally’ do, 
is hampering her. She can do what she did in Under the Net brilli- 
antly; but her intention, her idea of the novel and indeed of prose 
seem to me important and her achievement seems so considerable, 
that we should consider seriously also the things she does with less 


complete success. 


Walter Allen, in his book Tradition and Dream wrote that Miss 
Murdoch, alone of her generation, seemed to him to have the gifts 
that make a great novelist; but, he added, her use of these gifts was 
often ‘baffling’. At the time I write there seems to be a critical 
tendency to emphasize her inadequacies at the expense of her gifts, 
partly simply out of reaction against the praise her earlier work 
received. She is accused of being too clever, too cerebral, too slick, 
too pretentious. I have argued that she is all these things but that 
this will not do as a summing-up, and she evades it even as it is 
made. The Bell is not cerebral, Under the Net is not pretentious, 
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An Unofficial Rose is clumsy, not slick, when it does not work. She 
is a vivid, and generally accurate, if not always a fine writer; she is 
morally perceptive, inventive, and structurally skilful enough to 
write a much better book than she has yet written. 

If she is to be criticized it is not ultimately on these grounds, but 
because she has not yet measured up to the size of her purpose. 
The real inadequacies of her work as it stands derive from the con- 
flict, which she sees only too clearly, between our literary ideals 
and natural bent at this time and her ideal of the novel as something 
wider in scope and more solidly ‘real’, and partly from the conflict 
between her own moral perceptiveness and her own ability too 
rapidly to make patterns of great complexity with it. If she has not 
balanced these yet, it may well be that she will. Her gifts are various 
and considerable; what she will make of them finally we cannot 
prophesy, but from what she has done already it is clear that it is 
of importance to us. 
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